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Abstract
This dissertation argues that religious world-making in popular culture can reveal
and resist hegemonic times. Taking as my primary case study the United States in the
2010s, particularly the shift from the Obama to the Trump era, I analyze cultural
constructions of time—as sacred history, destiny, and “the times”—that reflect and shape
national identity and belonging in the American imagined community. In this context,
such temporal constructions have privileged whiteness and heteronormative masculinity,
positioning those who embody or approximate this norm as “of the times,” while also
displacing BIPOC, women, and queer people as “out of time.” I posit time as a material
and mediated aspect of culture performed by bodies in normative and non-normative
ways. Such temporal performativity, I argue, can reify hegemonic norms, but it can also
expose and disrupt the constructed nature of these norms in acts of liberative resistance.
My project places theories of religion, media, and culture in critical conversation
with an analysis of particular examples of larger trends within the popular culture of and
about American times in the 2010s. I examine the performative anachronism of time
travel narratives (in Timeless, Outlander, and Doctor Who), the re-presenting of past
onscreen or onstage worlds through revivals and reincarnations (in Roseanne/The
Conners and Star Wars), and history as improvisational memory performance (in
Hamilton: An American Musical).
ii

Through textual/visual, contextual, and audience analysis, I consider the temporal
performativity of these examples and trends in connection to world-making: a relational
activity, both conceptual and performative, that imagines and enacts the narrative,
aesthetic, and ethical contours of what is most real, true, and important. Such worldmaking is religious insofar as it reflects and shapes the contours of the “really real” in the
imagined community; and it also relies on teleological notions of time drawn from
Protestant Christian theology, which remains culturally dominant in the religiously
scrambled context of the twenty-first century United States. I argue that the religious
world-making of the popular arts can function to reify cultural hegemonies; but such
worlds can also be sites of liberative resistance to hegemonic times.

iii

Acknowledgements
This dissertation is the culmination of a journey in which I had much support,
both professional and personal. I am grateful for the wisdom I received from many Iliff
and DU faculty, including Antony Alumkal, Bernadette Calafell, Miguel De La Torre,
Pam Eisenbaum, Andriette Jordan-Fields, Mark George, Luís León, Andrea Stanton,
Annette Stott, Tink Tinker, Katherine Turpin, and Ted Vial, along with my gifted and
thoughtful classmates. As a commuter student from another city, and then another
continent, I was helped at every stage by the JDP program managers—Melinda Edgerton,
Mary Ball, and Rhonda Eaker—who kept me on track with requirements and paperwork.
I have also been inordinately blessed by my dissertation committee members.
Jennifer Leath’s teaching and conversation modeled for me what it can look like to create
a learning community of love and to consider queerness as a liberative lens for all of life.
Lynn Schofield Clark’s generosity of time and attention, as well as her own focus on
taking audiences seriously and treating them respectfully, was a crucial guide. As my
advisor, Jeffrey Mahan has been a kindred spirit, an advocate, an asker of insightful
questions, and an eminently patient and steadfast presence. I am humbled and honored to
be his last advisee before his well-deserved retirement, after a career that has benefited
countless students and greatly enhanced the study of religion and popular culture.
Finally, I extend my love and gratitude to my husband, Gabi, to our children,
Ethan, Natalie, and Luke, and to the family members and dear friends who inspired and
supported me in every class, every paper, and every step. For all time: Soli Deo Gloria.
iv

Table of Contents
Introduction: “Timey-Wimey Stuff”................................................................................... 1
Statement of the Problem and Thesis........................................................................ 2
Project Overview and Scope ..................................................................................... 7
Key Theories and Terms ......................................................................................... 16
Methodology ........................................................................................................... 30
Rationale and Contribution ..................................................................................... 38
Chapter Outline ...................................................................................................... 44
Chapter One: “Racing” the Clock: Making and Resisting Hegemonic Times ................. 48
Rich White Guys’ History: A “Timeless” Definition ............................................. 50
Religion, Race, and Time in Western Modernity ................................................... 57
As If: Teleology in World-Making and Imagined Community ............................... 67
“In a World Where…”: Temporal Performativity, Mediation, and Resistance ...... 79
Conclusion: Performing and Resisting the Times of Rich White Guys’ History ... 93
Chapter Two: Ahead of Their Time: Time Travel and Performative Anachronism ........ 96
Performative Anachronism and Disidentification .................................................. 98
A Brief History of Time Travel ............................................................................ 103
Past and Presentism in Outlander ......................................................................... 107
Rosa Parks and the Doctor: Temporal Performativity in Doctor Who ................. 122
Conclusion: Making Worlds Out of Time ............................................................ 142
Chapter Three: Revivals and Reincarnations: Nostalgia and Representation ................ 147
Reclaiming Nostalgia: Re-presenting the Times .................................................. 150
“Just Like Us”: Roseanne, Roseanne Barr, and Trump’s America ...................... 160
Reincarnation and the Resistance in Star Wars .................................................... 176
Conclusion: Box Office Returns and the (Re)turns of Nostalgia ......................... 189
Chapter Four: Hamilton as Improvisational Memory Performance ............................... 196
“It’s Only a Matter of Time”: The Time and Times of Hamilton ........................ 200
History, Founders’ Chic, Fan-fiction, or Other? ................................................... 210
Moten, Muñoz, and Miranda: Improvisation and Memory Performance ............. 216
Conclusion: Politics and/as Theater in the Time of COVID ................................ 234
Conclusion: Temporal Performativity and Resistance ................................................... 238
Past Imperfect: Nostalgia’s Reactionary and Reclamatory Power ....................... 240
Future Perfect?: The “Forward-Dawning Futurity” of Resistance ....................... 250
Present Tension: of Timeliness and the Times ..................................................... 262
Contributions: Time, Performance, and Religion ................................................. 240
v

Conclusion: “Timeless” Hope for Hegemonic Times .......................................... 240
Bibliography ................................................................................................................... 273

vi

Introduction: “Timey-Wimey Stuff”
This dissertation argues that religious world-making in popular U.S. American
television, film, and theater can reveal and resist hegemonic constructions of the times by
imagining and enacting alternative pasts and futures. In this chapter, I introduce this
thesis in relation to the subject of this study: the United States as imagined community.1
Within this context, I argue, time is culturally constructed as sacred history, destiny, and
“the times.” These constructions are mediated through popular culture in ways that
position bodies as “of the times” or as “out of time” according to performances of race,
gender, and sexuality. Audiences engage in their own acts of world-making as they
identify, counter-identify, or disidentify with these constructed and mediated times.
In what follows, I first state the problem and articulate my thesis. I then explain
the dissertation’s structure and scope, key theoretical terms and methodology, rationale,
and contribution to my field(s) of study. I introduce temporal performativity as a concept
connected to theories of world-making in the study of religion and popular culture,
arguing that in the contemporary U.S., popular cultural worlds and their audiences may
reify or resist hegemonic times. To conclude, I outline the chapters to come, which show
how the times are reflected in and shaped by the worlds of film, television, and theater.

1

Benedict R.O’G. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of
Nationalism (London: Verso, 2006).

1

Statement of the Problem and Thesis
To borrow a term from one of the most popular and enduring time travel worlds
of the past sixty years, Doctor Who, this dissertation is concerned with “timey-wimey
stuff.”1 As in the iconic series, the timey-wimey stuff of this project is less about what
time essentially is than about what human beings do in and with time. My focus is
mediated constructions of time that undergird cultural hegemonies, and how the worldmaking of popular culture functions to reify or to resist hegemonic times.
One example of this is a 2016 episode of Comedy Central’s The Daily Show with
Trevor Noah, which sent correspondents to the Republican National Convention to ask:
since Donald Trump’s presidential campaign promised to “Make America Great Again,”
when was the last time America was great? Interviewees linked national greatness to past
times such as the founding of the nation in the 18th century and the post-war 1950s. When
correspondents pointed out that these times of American history also included slavery,
segregation, and fewer rights for women, interviewees acknowledged these facts but did
not consider them factors nullifying American greatness. One responded with a
dismissive, “Look, look, look… we could sit here and paint negative faces of all times in
America.” “Correct,” the correspondent responded drily, and the scene cut away.2

1

Here and elsewhere in this dissertation, I deliberately choose to employ vernacular phrases from popular
culture as theoretical terms. I argue, following Bruce Forbes and Jeffrey Mahan, that popular culture not
only reflects culture but also helps to shape culture. Accordingly, I consider the popular cultural worlds of
this project not merely as sources of raw material to be properly decoded through the language of academic
theory, but as sites of theory production in their own right. Cf. Bruce David Forbes and Jeffrey H. Mahan,
eds., Religion and Popular Culture in America, 3rd ed. (Oakland: University of California Press, 2017).
2

The Daily Show with Trevor Noah, “When Was America Great?: The Daily Show,” July 22, 2016,
YouTube video, 02:13, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uVQvWwHM5kM.

2

Another white male interviewee posited that “America became great when the
founding fathers put pen on paper in 1776 and decided to build a country based on laws.
That was greatness.” This interviewee characterized America’s history of slavery, the
lack of voting rights for women, and “the Indian thing” as “a few hiccups along the way,”
further implying that these “hiccups” were inevitable and even necessary: “like they say,
nobody made it to the top without breaking a few pieces of china.”3
This segment from the Daily Show illustrates a hegemonic temporal narrative,
exemplified by “Make America Great Again” (or MAGA), that was operative in the
imagined community of the United States in the 2010s, particularly in the latter half of
this decade.4 MAGA’s invocation of a once and future American greatness rested on
sacralized narratives of history and destiny that have materially and culturally privileged
those who most closely resembled the “founding fathers,” often at the expense of Black
and Indigenous People of Color (BIPOC), women, and LGBTQIA+ (or queer) people.
Sacralized narratives of time, such as MAGA, do not merely describe the world as
it is. Rather, they create worlds: imagined communities of the past and/or the future that
are envisioned from within certain social and temporal locations and shaped by the

3

This statement was addressed to Daily Show correspondent Ronnie Chieng, an Australian of Malaysian
Chinese descent, who tilted his head incredulously at the interviewee’s mention of “china” but did not
respond. After three seconds’ pause, the interviewee hastened to add, “That wasn’t an insult, by the way.”
4

While this particular example highlights attendees of the Republican National Convention, and “Make
America Great Again” remained the official slogan of the Trump administration, the hegemonic temporal
narrative this slogan invokes and exemplifies is not limited only to one U.S. political party. For example,
the 2016 Clinton campaign logo, which placed a forward arrow within the “H” from Hillary, also suggested
a unidirectional temporal trajectory toward a progressive future. It is this teleological timeline, assuming
progress toward an national exceptionalism (whether already established or yet to be attained), that I argue
assumes dominant, and even sacred, status in the imagined community of the United States.

3

circumstances and perspectives of certain bodies in certain presents. As the verb in
“Make America Great Again” suggests, the world of American greatness is neither
organic nor inevitable. Greatness here is linked to human endeavor: it must be made, and
made again. Given the economic, military, and political role of the U.S. on the global
stage, MAGA’s implications go beyond national self-identity to envision a world remade
in the image of an American greatness that once existed, has faded, and could be restored.
When white, cisgender male, heteronormative subjects (such as the founding
fathers) are the primary authors of a sacred national history and the primary beneficiaries
of a destined future, all others are in some sense left “out of time.” A telling of history
that insists slavery is a “hiccup,” for example, denies the descendants of enslaved
African-descent people a place as central subjects, agents, and authors within this history.
The move to locate America’s heights of greatness within times before women and Black
people could vote, work, or hold property, times when Native peoples and cultures were
methodically eradicated, or times when queer sexualities or genders were ostracized,
suggests that more recent times of wider legal protections for and cultural recognition of
human diversity belong to (perhaps even are factors of) the nation’s tarnished greatness.
If it is possible to “paint negative faces of all times in America,” it is also possible
to paint positive faces. Which is the true face? This question drives ongoing constructions
of—and challenges to—histories that posit selective narratives as “the way things were.”
History is not a static, undiluted transmission of facts from the past to the present. The
past is always under construction, filtered through retrospective and culturally-situated
vantage points of the present, and often viewed in light of anticipated or desired futures.
4

Moreover, it is no accident that faces of American greatness so often resemble
their painters. The whiteness and heteronormative masculinity of the founding fathers are
reflected in the faces of their current-day American counterparts, who still dominate
positions of official power and authority. In contrast, the faces of BIPOC, women, and
queer Americans are present, but often not accounted for, as authors and agents in
America’s origin story, and as present-day leaders in American institutions. This
selective historicization and current inequity both belie the notion that all Americans will
benefit from patterning future greatness after the past. The Daily Show segment visually
highlights this problem: while the interviewees in the segment appear to be white, two
Daily Show correspondents are people of color, resulting in a series of scenes of white
people nonchalantly informing Black and Asian people of the relative unimportance of
American slavery, segregation, and second-class citizenship.
The interviewees’ responses suggest that “greatness” is indeed maintained
through a kind of portraiture—that is, through a painting of American history that flatters
the faces of one segment of the population and obscures or omits others entirely. At the
same time, through political satire, this Daily Show segment subverts this portraiture to
paint a very different picture: to confront the MAGA narrative with the realities of
America’s past “negative faces,” while also revealing the casual white supremacism of
the current-day face(s) of MAGA. This is only one example of the many ways in which
popular cultural world-making may not only construct, but also resist hegemonic times.
“Make America Great Again” and the Daily Show exemplify contrasting
approaches to questions of national identity and power in relation to the times. These
5

questions, central to “when was the last time America was great?” could also be framed
as “whose history?” and “whose future?”5 These critical speculative questions remain as
crucial now, at the start of the 2020s, as at any time in the past decade; and, as the Daily
Show demonstrates, they are questions asked not only in political discourse but also in
popular culture. Popular cultural worlds of the stage, screen, and page reflect and shape
the imagined communities in which we live—and the material and cultural privileges that
accrue to some bodies and identities, and not to others, in the times of those communities.
In this dissertation, I examine these questions of mediated cultural constructions
of time and national identity in connection to the study of religion. In doing so, I argue
that the world-making of popular culture is religious insofar as it relates to what is most
real, most true, and most important for the times of an imagined community. Popular
culture, like religion, often works to reinforce hegemony—in this case by centering some
subjects as “with” or “of” the times and dislocating others as “out of time.” This same
temporal dislocation, however, can also provide a starting point for resistance, as creators
and audiences enact liberative visions in onscreen worlds, and in the real world.
Therefore, my thesis is that creative, performative, and interpretive acts of religious
world-making in popular U.S. American television, film, and theater can reveal and resist
hegemonic times by imagining and enacting alternative pasts and futures.

5

While this project will focus specifically on the U.S. American context, I would argue that a concurrent
rise in populism, nativism, and white supremacist ideologies elsewhere in the world suggests that questions
of “whose past?” and “whose future?” are also relevant to imagined communities beyond the United States.
This is especially the case in contexts in which national identity and belonging are tied to constructed
histories and destinies which may be perceived as sacred or religious, and which privilege some bodies
while marginalizing or delegitimizing others. Israel/Palestine, where I currently live, is an example of this.

6

Project Overview and Scope
This dissertation is both a theoretical and a material project. I examine religious
world-making in American film, television, and theater through an analysis of particular
examples of larger trends within the popular culture of (and about) the times. These
trends include the performative anachronism of time travel narratives (in Timeless,
Outlander, and Doctor Who), the re-presenting of past onscreen or onstage worlds
through revivals and reincarnations (in Roseanne/The Conners and Star Wars), and
history as improvisational memory performance (in Hamilton: An American Musical). I
analyze these examples and trends in conversation with theoretical scholarship located at
the intersection of religious studies, media studies, and cultural studies, particularly queer
and intersectional works that examine gender, race, and sexuality as categories that locate
individuals within groups and in relative position to dominant structures of power.6
By drawing from and working with key theoretical streams within studies of
religion, media, and culture, I am able to demonstrate instances of academic scholarship
and popular culture reflecting and shaping one another. This mutual interplay, I argue,
shows that theory is developed not only by academic scholars, through philosophical
treatments of “high” culture or anthropological examinations of “folk” culture, but also
by the creators, performers, and audiences of popular culture itself, through popular
cultural worlds as sites of theory production.

6

Intersectional approaches often name class and physical/mental ability as two other major social identity
categories that should be considered alongside gender, race and sexuality. I whole-heartedly concur. That
said, while I do not intend to overlook these or other identity categories in this dissertation, I have chosen to
foreground gender, race, and sexuality as a way of narrowing the scope and focus of my particular project.

7

What I have described thus far raises a point of needed clarification. In this
project, I employ a number of terms that may seem to refer to cultural groups as if they
were singular and homogenous entities, such as: popular culture, the United States,
America/n, gender, race, sexuality, and time and “the times.” In fact, all of these terms,
and the concepts they signify, are multifaceted, diverse, complex, and sometimes
contradictory or paradoxical. The vast multiplicity of cultures and religious expressions
within the United States, as well as the many genres, forms, and works of popular culture,
makes any definition of a single “culture” naïve at best and reductive for certain; at worst,
an unreflective use of any of these terms could produce a narrow and disingenuous
analysis. To attempt to address any of these categories in a universal, ontological sense
would require the flattening of difference, or the outright exclusion of the bodies,
perspectives, and experiences that are otherwise than dominant. This, I argue, is precisely
the problem with the totalizing aims of “Make America Great Again,” and it would be the
height of hypocrisy to attempt to displace one hegemony only to craft another.
Realistically and ethically, this dissertation cannot (and must not attempt to)
address the whole of popular culture, American culture, or religion. To say anything of
validity and value, the scope of the study must be narrowed, which subsequently limits
the scope of the broader claims that can be made. To that end, I now discuss four main
ways in which this project is delimited: by geographical setting, by temporal context, by a
focus on popular arts, and by a thematic focus on temporality in conjunction with gender,
race, and sexuality. I offer these parameters with attention to how they limit my argument
as well as sharpening it, offering a specificity that advances my thesis and arguments.
8

1. First, this project operates within a particular geographical setting: my
examples are all films, television programs, and theatrical productions created within, or
centering on, the United States. The immediate consequence of this choice is a lack of
attention to global and inter/transnational popular culture and concerns. Admittedly, this
lack is not insignificant. One of the effects of modern globalization is that American
popular culture (like trade and politics) anticipates and receives audiences well beyond
the U.S. context. Broadway hits move “across the pond”; global film box office returns
add to (or exceed) domestic revenue; and streaming platforms such as Netflix offer global
access to U.S. content while also bringing international content to American viewers.
Despite the increasing blurring of these national boundaries, in this project I focus
on U.S. American popular culture and on audience reception within the United States.
This is because my aim is to examine the United States as a particular imagined
community, and U.S. popular culture as a world-making activity “of the people, by the
people, [and] for the people” who imagine the sacred history and destiny of the U.S. as
Americans. The online conversations I study are mainly on U.S.-based sites, such as the
digital arms of major U.S. media outlets (e.g. The New York Times), e-magazines (e.g.
Vulture and the AV Club), fan blogs, and social media platforms (e.g. Twitter and
Reddit). Nevertheless, it is important to recognize that interpretive communities of
viewers and fans do not remain neatly within national borders; and the U.S. imagined
community is not a self-contained construct, but one with international ramifications.
One further note on terminology: as I describe the U.S. American context here
with the terms “America” and “American,” I wish to clarify how I intend these terms.
9

The widespread (U.S. and global) vernacular use of “America/n” to refer to the United
States can be rightly criticized as a co-opted, imperialistic usage that contributes to the
marginalization and erasure of other Americas and Americans—namely, the many
diverse nations and peoples of North and South America and the islands of the Caribbean
and Pacific. Since my project deals both with vernacular discourses of popular culture
and with the hegemonic implications of these discourses, I use “America(n)” deliberately,
because it is precisely the problematic and exclusionary implications of the construct
“America(n)” that I have in mind. When referring to the nation as a location, rather than a
construct, I endeavor to use the more accurate wording of “United States” or “U.S.”
2. Secondly, I limit this study to a particular temporal context. My examples are
all drawn from one decade: the 2010s, which I define as the years from 2010-2019.7 In
part, this choice of time frame is due to the temporal context of the dissertation project
itself, which has largely taken place at the start of the 2020s—a vantage point which
provides temporal proximity to these still-recent examples as well as allowing for some
degree of retrospective critical distance.
There are several additional reasons for choosing this temporal scope for my
project. First, the 2010s have seen paradigm-shifting changes in audience interaction with
film, television, and theater. Digital streaming services, the proliferation of smartphones
and tablets, and advances in WIFI connectivity have afforded greater access to more and
7

Because my focus is not only individual films or programs but popular (and even iconic) cultural worlds,
some of the franchises I examine (e.g. Doctor Who, Star Wars, and Roseanne) have histories prior to the
2010s and will almost certainly extend, via planned sequels and additions, into the 2020s and beyond.
While I take this into account, and in some places discuss the pasts and futures of these worlds, my analysis
focuses on entries and installments that emerged between 2010 and 2019.

10

varied content. Meanwhile, the continued growth of social media platforms and other
online spaces has supported the formation of interpretative communities who gather
across geographical and temporal boundaries to discuss, debate, and analyze this content.
Secondly, within this decade, issues of race, gender, and sexuality have come to
the forefront of public U.S. discourse through such historical turning points as the federal
legalization of same-gender marriage in the 2015 Obergefell v. Hodges decision, growing
public and political recognition of trans- and non-binary gender identities, and the Black
Lives Matter movement. This discourse has occurred alongside, and in connection to,
political times that included seven of the eight years of the presidency of Barack Obama,
the first Black president of the United States, and the volatile campaign and tumultuous
presidency of Donald Trump. Within these times, a significant number of popular cultural
worlds engaged questions of American history, destiny, and identity.
Admittedly, it is a delicate undertaking to embark on a contemporary project.
Among a number of potential pitfalls is the practical reality that long-term repercussions
cannot be identified before “the long term” has arrived. Additionally, since it is difficult
to predict which works and worlds of popular culture will become iconic and which will
fade into obscurity, a risk of obsolescence is built into the project: that as my examples
age, my study will become outdated (will run “out of time”) in the future. What does it
mean to attempt work that positions the scholar as a “a historian of the present”?8

8

Diana Butler Bas (lecture presented at the Festival of Homiletics, Denver, CO, May 11-15, 2015).
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Jasbir Puar models one approach in her 2007 book, Terrorist Assemblages:
Homonationalism in Queer Times, which Puar describes as an effort to “entertain an
unfolding archive” to create “a historization of the contemporary moment.”9 The “queer
times” of Puar’s work are the years immediately following 9/11, including the ensuing
U.S. incursions into Iraq and Afghanistan and concurrent constructions of “the terrorist”
in political and media discourses. Puar writes from within her queer times, rather than
writing retrospectively from beyond them, and notes the ramifications of this choice:
This question [of studying the present] may lend an immediacy to the
work, or it may emit a hollow ringing of the past that no longer feels
pertinent; even more bizarrely, it may mean that the present is still
unrecognizable to us… [this project] is a move toward collecting, shaping,
and interrogating an archive that will be available for future historization.
This project is thus profoundly impelled by an anticipatory temporality, a
modality that seeks to catch hold of many small futures, to invite futurity
even as it refuses to script it…10
I find Puar’s approach helpful as a description and a guide for this project. I also
take as my subject the recent past, an endeavor fraught with the risks Puar names despite
my best effort to think forward toward the future and to produce work that will endure.
My “anticipatory temporality” may miss points that greater retrospective distance would
provide. But then, all scholarship risks this. I aim, as Puar does, toward an unfolding
archive shaped by the many small futures of which world-making may take hold. Still, I
refuse to script this futurity—in part because the enacting of alternative pasts and futures
in the “now” relies not only on what the future will be, but on what it could be; and also
9

Jasbir Puar, Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer Times (Durham: Duke University Press,
2007), xix.
10

Puar, Terrorist Assemblages, xix.
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because it is not for me to script the futures of BIPOC and queer people whose pasts,
presents, and futures have, for far too long, been over-written by hegemonic whiteness.
3. Thirdly, this dissertation focuses on the popular arts. The examples chosen are
wide-release productions by mainstream networks, film studios, and Broadway theaters.
Precisely because the worlds of popular culture are popular, they have a wider reach
within cultures. They may provide, as sacred religious texts sometimes do, operative
myths and metaphors that can be referenced as a shared language within public discourse,
through the verbal language of quoted dialogue as well as visual iconography in memes
and merchandise. Audiences can, and do, find personal satisfaction and avenues for
individual identity-building within the worlds of popular culture; however, many also
find meaning in participating in popular cultural world-making together with others, and
in connecting this world-making to the social and political realities of the real world.
Anti-hegemonic world-making occurs in the popular arts in at least two ways.
Sometimes, creators and/or audiences find social critiques or liberative imaginings
already present within popular worlds—Star Wars as an anti-fascist text, for example, or
Star Trek as the attempt to envision a post-racial, multicultural, and egalitarian future. At
other times, world-making may occur through what bell hooks has identified, in her study
of Black women spectators, as an “oppositional gaze.”11 Oppositional spectatorship and
interpretation can critically analyze onscreen representations of hegemonic norms—such

11

bell hooks, “The Oppositional Gaze: Black Female Spectatorship,” in Black Looks: Race and
Representation (London: Taylor & Francis, 2014), 122.
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as a white male gaze—and engage in critique that deconstructs the seeming naturalness
of hegemonic ideologies on the way to constructing more liberative worlds.
Adilifu Nama offers an example of an oppositional gaze in a quote taken from the
1970s standup of Richard Pryor: “They had a movie of the future called Logan’s Run.
Ain’t no [Black people] in it. I said, ‘Well, white folks ain’t planning for us to be here.’”12
Pryor’s oppositional reading of Logan’s Run frames this popular film as a revelation of
the present and future of race relations in America. Reading Pryor’s words emplaced
within Nama’s academic text decades later, we may ponder whether or not these present
times—marked by disproportionate incarceration rates and extrajudicial killings of Black
people—portend a future any more open to BIPOC in America today than the future as
imagined in the world of Logan’s Run: a future with “no [Black people] in it.”
4. Finally, and crucially, I have focused on examples of world-making that deal in
a substantive way with constructions and performances of temporality and the times.
Each example I include in this dissertation interacts with constructions of time as history,
as destiny, and/or as the times of certain presents. Each also presents an avenue for
examining temporal performativity, a term I have coined to describe identity
performances that both characterize and trouble normative constructions of the times.
Temporal performativity, I argue, is a world-making activity with social ramifications for
the real world, including social norms that privilege some as “with” or “of” their times

Adilifu Nama, Black Space: Imagining Race in Science Fiction Film (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 2008), 10.
12
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and others as “ahead of,” “behind,” or “out of” their times. By critiquing the world as it
is, and by imagining and enacting worlds that could be, film, television, and theater play
a role in constructing the past, present, and future of imagined communities.
Consider, for example, how the times of the 2016 Trump campaign are performed
in the Daily Show segment at the Republican National Convention. Several interviewees
visually demonstrate their nostalgia through clothing and accessories that reference past
times of supposed American greatness that could, through “Make America Great Again,”
be brought forward to the present. The interviewee who identifies the postwar 1940s1950s as the time of America’s greatest strength wears suspenders with a collared shirt
and tie, an accessory choice that evokes the professional class of the mid-twentieth
century. Another wears an American flag-patterned bow tie and a straw boater hat with a
Trump/MAGA sticker placed atop its black band, a combination that suggests MAGA is
a future built on the foundations of past American fashions—social as well as sartorial.
The suits, ties, and literal white collars on these interviewees evoke higher rather
than lower ranks of economic prosperity; moreover, the wearing of older fashions harks
back to times, such as the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, in which such
prosperity was predominantly limited to white men by virtue of legal segregation, limited
access to voting and home ownership, and other barriers to BIPOC and women. If we
examine this mise-en-scène as an example of performances of time, we might ask: what
does it mean for proponents of MAGA to reminisce about eras of U.S. history that were
by all measures only “great” for some inhabitants, while dressing the part of those who
enjoyed the greatest privilege in these times, at the expense of others?
15

This question points to how power circulates in constructions of the times,
identifying and enforcing certain performative markers that also function to position
gendered, raced, and sexed bodies within their times. Being and performing out of time
can lead to social ostracism or life-and-death consequences for non-normative
appearances or behaviors interpreted as noncompliant or deviant. At the same time, the
anachronistic nature of bodies out of time is the very quality that can expose and
destabilize the constructed hegemonies of the times, in effect queering the times.
To queer a norm, in the broadest theoretical sense, is to make visible the arbitrary
and artificial nature of the norm itself, to reveal ideologies that cloak injustice in a veneer
of normality and respectability, and to suggest that both past and future can be otherwise.
The queering of the times can therefore be a first step in liberative world-making for
those who are out of time. The popular cultural worlds I examine in this project, and the
broader trends they represent, work in exactly these ways, through performances of time
that engage in constructing, maintaining, or queering the times.
Key Theories, Terms, and Methodology
This dissertation finds its theoretical and methodological grounding in lived
approaches to the study of religion, particularly the growing interdisciplinary field of
religion, media, and culture. Each component—religion, media, and culture—is
recognized as an academic field in its own right, with many subfields and genealogies of
thought. I do not attempt in this project to reproduce the whole of each discipline. Rather,
I locate the places in which my work intersects with conversations and streams of thought
in each field of study. I identify key theorists, terms, concepts, and methods that support
16

my own approach in this dissertation; and I consider these theories and methodologies in
relation to the popular cultural world-making I observe.
First, I consider theories of religion that focus on religion’s lived, material
presences within everyday human life. I focus specifically on theories of religion as
world-making, such as those of Robert Orsi and S. Brent Plate. Secondly, I employ media
studies theories that emphasize the role of audience interpretation and response, including
the work of Stuart Hall and bell hooks, alongside analyses of narrative and visual content.
Finally, I draw from scholars of culture who address the intersections of gender, race, and
sexuality with temporality and popular culture, such as Kimberlé Crenshaw, Brittney
Cooper, Judith Butler, and José Esteban Muñoz. I now explain how these different
strands of scholarship ground and support my primary argument that popular cultural
worlds play a role in the religious world-making of imagined communities, including the
imagined times of a community’s past or future.
Theories of religion: Religion as World-Making
Because this project is, first and foremost, a dissertation rooted in the study of
religion, it is helpful to briefly outline here how this project will define religion. This is
particularly important because the religious world-making of my chosen examples is not
explicitly connected to what is sometimes called institutional or organized religion. I
locate this project within the subdiscipline of lived religion, which tends to focus on the
everyday practices and beliefs of non-experts and often takes as its subject forms of
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religiosity that lie beyond (or alongside) the institutional.13 The extra-institutional focus
of lived religion often raises a foundational question: what counts as religion, and what
does not? Is there such a thing as religion that is distinct from other cultural spheres of
human identity, activity and belonging? Some argue that there is no sui generis religion,
and that the modern concepts of religion, “world religions,” and secularity that are widely
applied within religious studies today are largely Western Christian creations
superimposed onto non-Christian and non-Western cultures.14 While I do not fully
endorse J.Z. Smith’s assertion that religion is nothing other than the “creation of the
scholar’s study,”15 I agree that any definition for a contested term such as “religion”
influences the scope of what is studied. Answers are always shaped by their questions;
and it matters who is formulating the question, and therefore shaping the answer.
For this project, I have chosen to employ, rather than a universal or essential
definition of religion, a heuristic definition and model: religion as world-making, a
concept postulated by Robert Orsi and S. Brent Plate, among others.16 By world-making,
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I mean a relational activity, both conceptual and performative, that imagines and enacts
the narrative, aesthetic, and ethical contours of what is most real, true, and important.
Time is an intrinsic component of religious world-making in at least two ways: in the
material role of time as an embodied activity (e.g. time as attention and duration) and in
the construction of narratives that address time’s structure and meaning within the world
(e.g. history and teleology). Likewise, in the world-making of popular culture, creators
and audiences spend time with the worlds of film, television, and theater; and they also
consider time and the times as an object of inquiry.
While documentaries or other non-fictional productions also engage in worldmaking through text, image, characterization, and the creation of narrative, the emphasis
of these productions is on factual accuracy in reflecting past events and circumstances.
The world represented is, at least ostensibly, the world as it essentially is.17 In contrast,
this project is interested in popular cultural worlds that, even when set in the recognizable
confines of Earth and of the U.S., nevertheless lie within the category of fiction. Some of
these worlds may be based on actual historical events, and may even include real-life
historical figures; but the central story and characters are imagined—and imaginary.
Yet fictional world-making in popular culture is also created and received within,
and in reaction to, lived experiences of the “real” world. Such world-making does not
only invite (or result in) escapism, but can allow creators and audiences to engage with
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the conditions and realities of the spaces and times of this-world living. Creators and
audiences thereby participate in a kind of conceptual, performative, and ultimately
relational world-making that resembles Robert Orsi’s definition of religion as “a network
of relationships” in which “men, women, and children together make religious worlds in
relationships with special beings and with each other.”18 S. Brent Plate further connects
this religious world-making to film, noting the tendency of religion and cinema to create
worlds, as in the common introduction of film trailers: “In a world where…”19
World-making in religion, and/as popular culture, thus occurs in part through “the
multiplicity of stories told and stories attended to.”20 While Orsi’s world-making model
focuses on the explicit presence of gods or other special beings, I argue that religious
world-making may also be found in ostensibly secular contexts, particularly in twentyfirst century American culture, a context identified as religiously “scrambled” by material
religion scholar Colleen McDannell.21 This scrambling is also evident in Elizabeth
Drescher’s research with American young adults with no religious affiliation (“Nones”),
whose dismissal of “institutional religious terms or fraught categories like Atheist or
Agnostic” is framed as “‘I’m none of that,’… even when much of ‘that’ may factor into
[her] own spirituality and the story it allows her to tell about who she is in the world.”22
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So-called “secular” world-making may act religiously insofar as it imagines and
enacts the worldview, ethos, and aesthetics of imagined communities, and the place of
human bodies and identities within them. I am not arguing that popular cultural worlds
are religious in the sense of providing distinct, separate secular alternatives to religion—
heaven on earth rather than heaven above, so to speak. Rather, I contend that religion and
popular culture meet and mingle in the world-making of imagined community, and both
influence one another in a dynamic and fluid relational process.
The popular cultural worlds I examine in this project exemplify this type of
religious world-making in two ways. First, I argue that there are religious resonances in
the narrative mythologies and participatory communities created by and through these
worlds, resonances that are not limited to Christianity or to any institutional religion.
Secondly, I argue that in the religiously pluralistic terrain of the 21st-century U.S.,
Protestant Christianity still remains culturally dominant—if implicit—in popular culture.
Time, constructed in narrative terms as sacralized history and as destiny, is a
potent example of such lingering Christian presences in U.S. culture. Protestant
theologies of teleology, viewing time as a linear, unidirectional movement toward some
purposive end, can be seen in American mythologies such as manifest destiny. Not
coincidentally, as I discuss further in the next chapter, these teleological views of time
also played a vital role in the formation of modern theories of race. The veneration of
white, straight Christian men as America’s discoverers, founders, and rightful heirs is
mirrored in the ideological construction and material treatment of all other bodies as
other than the American ideal (for example, the hyphenate identity of “African21

Americans, “Asian-Americans,” “Arab-Americans,” and so on). As Johannes Fabian has
also noted, the teleological timeline of progress is a product not only of religion, but also
the modern social sciences, in which Western/white subjects often position subaltern
bodies, communities, and cultures along a social evolutionary line and deny their coevality through temporally dislocative terms such as primitive, archaic, and backward.23
Theories of Media: Creation, Interpretation, Performance
Cultural approaches to media studies have noted for decades that communication
is not as simple as a transactional flow of information from one party to another.24 The
medium used for communication affects the message—or is the message, as Marshall
McLuhan famously argued. Ongoing arguments over the extent of determinism in media
have extended in recent years to the question of mediatization, whether media has come
to stand in for functions of authority and power previously held by social institutions, of
which religion is one.25 Critical theorists such as Roland Barthes, along with Frantz
Fanon and other post-colonial thinkers, have similarly emphasized the hegemonic power
of media and popular culture to shape cultural perception by naturalizing ideologies.26
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Laura Mulvey’s postulation of a “male gaze” in film, and John Berger’s critique of a
gendered perspective in popular advertising, offer further examples of this perspective.27
While I fully acknowledge the power of ideological presences in popular culture,
including the “gaze” of creators and auteurs that shapes the visual and narrative frame of
films, television shows, and theatrical productions, my own approach follows the work of
more recent media criticism, which has shifted from an exclusive focus on auteur theory
and/or textual and visual analysis to a growing recognition that audiences make meaning
from the narratives they watch. Cultural scholars such as Stuart Hall and bell hooks have
argued that audiences employ active agency in interpreting, and even resisting, certain
messages.28 Neither the terms of spectatorship, nor the meaning derived therein, is fully
determined by creators. In this same vein, I have also drawn inspiration from the
audience studies approaches of Stewart Hoover and Lynn Schofield Clark, who treat
audiences—whether or not they claim affiliation with religious, spiritual, or secular
groups—as interpreters and influencers of mediated culture.29
Moreover, interpretation is not solely an individual endeavor. Jeffrey Mahan,
building on Stanley Fish’s concept of “interpretive communities,” examines the ways that
various religiously-identified individuals and groups gather around popular culture to
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analyze and interpret media together.30 In these times of digital popular culture (and even
more so during the COVID-19 pandemic), the move to streaming film and television
content on demand has largely done away with the “watercooler” phenomenon, which
relied on audiences viewing and responding to the same content synchronously. Despite
this shift, interpretive communities have not diminished. Rather, as Nancy Baym and
others have found, they increasingly gather in online spaces that transcend geographical
and temporal boundaries.31 In the comments sections of blogs, in social media threads,
and in chat rooms, discussions of films, TV episodes and series, and plays can continue
over the course of hours, days, or even years.
In turn, as Henry Jenkins has observed, the perceptions and interpretations of
audiences are also increasingly accessible to creators.32 Not only can creators access the
responses of thousands of spectators online, as opposed to relying only on the reviews of
professional critics and the indirect feedback of box office returns or Nielsen ratings; but
additionally, social media affords spaces and times for creators and audiences to interact
directly, in ways that further blur boundaries between auteur and audience roles in
meaning-making, in what Jenkins termed “convergence culture.”33
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In this project, my use of world-making as a theoretical framework for the study
of religion is also my primary media studies framework—for, as many have noted,
religion is always mediated. In addition to the active role of audiences, the mediated
world-making of popular culture still actively involves creators (a loose term that may
include writers, directors, producers, showrunners and/or other contributors to a film,
television series, or theatrical production), as Silverstone, Lotz, Gray and others have
argued.34 Likewise, this world-making process involves performers and performances—a
category that could be expanded to include all of the visual, auditory, narrative, and other
content of the world onstage or onscreen. Rather than treat these three categories (creator,
performer, audience) as separate and distinct points in processes of mediation, I consider
how they interact, and how popular cultural worlds are built, shared, received, and
changed through this mutual and cyclical interaction. This includes financial interaction,
as Stuart Hall, Ien Ang, David Morley, Marie Gillespie, and many others have noted.35
Since popular cultural worlds are also embedded in the marketplace, they generate profit
not only in ticket or streaming sales, but also through related merchandise, theme park
attractions, and the like. The spending of money, alongside the spending of time, helps to
shape how the creative, performative, and interpretive world-making of popular culture
represents hegemonies or counter-hegemonies within the imagined community.
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Cultural studies theories: Queer and Intersectional Temporalities
My theory of temporal performativity draws from and builds on two main streams
of thought: queer theories that foreground temporality, and intersectional theories that
attend to how multiple intersecting categories of identity are implicated in structures of
oppression that construct bodies as “of the times” or as “out of time.” Judith Butler, José
Esteban Muñoz, Kimberlé Crenshaw, and Brittney Cooper are the main theorists whose
work I engage in my own theoretical work with time and the times.
Butler’s seminal theory of gender performativity emphasizes temporality through
the repetition and citationality of certain visual and behavioral markers.36 Non-normative
performances, such as drag, can function to expose the constructed and arbitrary nature of
gender expression. Challenging others’ readings of her work as a suggestion that people
can choose their gender identities as freely as choosing an outfit from the closet each day,
Butler clarifies that the weight of time, while not fully determining performance, shapes
and limits available options.37 Temporality is thus a central component of Butler’s theory,
in that citationality relies on a past that bestows significance onto the citation—that
makes drag, for example, a knowing wink rather than a meaningless twitch to its
audience. Gender is neither performed nor read in a vacuum, but is always linked—even
in parody or rejection—to the normative gender performances of certain times.
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Queer of color theorists such as José Esteban Muñoz have expanded on Butler’s
work to argue for the importance of considering race, class, ability, and other categories
of social identity that intersect with, and further queer, gender and sexuality. Muñoz,
whose work is also thoroughly concerned with temporality, calls for a relational and
performative rejection of the “here and now” in favor of a futurity breaking into the
present moment. Muñoz terms these irruptions “queer utopias,” moments of futurity
enacted in flashes and glimpses of a future always on the horizon, but nonetheless real.38
Muñoz terms this activity “queer world-making,” described as
a performance of queer utopian memory, that is, a utopia that understands
its time as reaching beyond some nostalgic past that perhaps never was or
some future whose arrival is continuously belated—a utopia in the
present.39
This is precisely what I mean by “temporal performativity” as a type of worldmaking that resists hegemonic times and can be read as religious. As Muñoz implies,
utopias are often conceived and created out of a critical or corrective response to existing
worlds. Queer world-making thus involves deconstructions as well as constructions (or
re-constructions) that call utopia into being. Utopia literally means “no place”; but
perhaps, in this case, it also means “no time.” As a time that “perhaps never was,” and
“whose arrival is continuously belated,” the utopic time of queer world-making still
exists, and is as real—or more real—than the oppressive reality of the here and now.
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The deconstructive thrust of Muñoz’s queer world-making approach is echoed in
the approaches of intersectionality theory, as proposed by Black feminist scholars such as
Kimberlé Crenshaw and Brittney Cooper.40 Crenshaw coined the term “intersectionality”
in 1989, in the contexts of civil rights law and social justice movements, to critique a
“single-axis framework” of identity that treats race and gender as “mutually exclusive
categories of experience and analysis,” and fails to capture “the multidimensionality of
Black women’s experiences.”41 As Cooper notes, Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality
is based in a lived experience of intersecting categories of oppression that has been long
described as such by Black feminist scholars, writers, and activists. This includes Anna
Julia Cooper’s observation in 1892 of the connections between “the woman question and
a race problem” in the lives of Black women, Mary Church Terrell’s writing in 1940
about the “double-handicap” of race and sex, Pauli Murray’s use of “Jane Crow” in the
1960s to point to the ways racial discrimination is exacerbated by gender bias, the
Combahee River Collective’s 1978 finding that “the major systems of oppression are
interlocking,” and Audre Lorde’s lifelong work in her scholarship, poetry, and public
speaking to further link race and gender to queer sexualities, as well as many others.42
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Cooper follows Crenshaw in identifying intersectionality as an analytical frame
that is “not an account of personal identity but one of power,” in which race, class and
gender function to render some identities “civically and juridically unknowable.”43 These
identities are not ontological, but structural and social, pertaining to the laws and policies
of power structures that contribute to the oppression of human bodies. Noting that some
feminist scholars, such as Jasbir Puar, have argued that intersectional approaches may
ultimately reify identity constructs such as race or gender,44 Cooper cites W.E.B. Dubois’
notion of “lifting the veil” to counter that intersectionality’s aim and critical contribution
are not to separate and crystallize categories of identity to “bring communities from
behind the veil into full legibility”; but rather, “the goal of intersectionality… [is] to rend
the veil and make sure that no arguments are articulated to support its reconstruction.”45
In other words, while race, gender, and sexuality are indeed constructs, intersectionality
allows for the analysis of how and why queer Black women face the real, material triple
threat of racism, misogyny, and queerphobia. By applying an intersectional approach to
my theory of temporal performativity, I can better consider how popular cultural worlds
represent—or rend—the temporal veil that constructs some bodies in the imagined
community of the U.S. as illegible in their own times, or “out of time.”
Methodology
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As I consider examples and trends of popular American film, television and
theater, I acknowledge that many potentially fruitful methodological approaches could be
taken to a study such as this. My own methodology stems from my use of theories of
world-making and temporal performativity. I consider mediated cycles of creation,
performance, and interpretation that link creators to audiences in the making of worlds,
including the times of those worlds. In what follows, I expound on this methodology.
In order to apply “world-making” as a method for analyzing my selected
examples, I have first identified three interrelated kinds of “worlds” at work: 1) the
worlds built within popular film, television and theater through such components as
narrative/plot, characterization, dialogue, and mise-en-scène; 2) the worlds built around
these productions through audience response, including analysis and interpretation in
online communal spaces; and 3) the cultural worlds of the times in which these examples
are created, produced, distributed, received, and interpreted. These three facets of worldmaking participate in a circular (or spherical) flow of meaning that connects fictional
worlds of the page, screen or stage to lived experiences of the real world. My analysis
therefore considers the narrative, aesthetic, and performative content of my selected
examples as case studies of temporal performativity and resistance. I also examine a
selection of critical and popular audience responses to these examples in digital spaces
such as major news outlets, popular culture blogs and social media pages. Finally, I
locate each example in relation to the broader context of the times in which it was
created, performed, and received—including how reception changes over time.
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Within this multi-method framework, my examination of audience discussions
comes closest to human subject research, and so it is worth noting how I approach this
aspect of my project, keeping in mind the ethical guidelines of the Association of Internet
Researchers.46 Despite the recognizably public nature of the internet, users who post
content in digital spaces may consider their contributions to be private, especially in
social networks that ostensibly allow users control over access to their words and images
(e.g. Facebook). Other platforms (e.g. Twitter) have come to be considered more public
(as, for example, the primary arena for official public statements from a sitting U.S.
president). Online conversations about popular culture may not be considered a high risk
for potential harm through the exposure of personal or private information.47 However, if
I am to take these conversations seriously as sites of personal and political expression, it
follows that I should treat them with seriousness and care.
Therefore, I determined to try to glean insights from online conversations without
exploiting users’ expectations of privacy. First, I focused my research on digital spaces
more likely to be considered public rather than private: such as published articles, online
blogs and comments, and Twitter posts rather than Facebook posts. Secondly, in my
discussion and citation of informal conversations (i.e. comments and posts), I have used
pseudonyms to anonymize data. Finally, I include identity markers such as gender, race,
or sexuality only where posters self-identify, and where it is germane to the discussion.
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In my analysis and interpretation of this data, I primarily employ discourse
analysis to examine popular cultural worlds, the responses of their audiences, and the
cultural contexts of the times in which both occur, in order to consider how the worldmaking of popular culture constructs time in sacralized ways. By discourse analysis, I
mean not only the verbal discourse of dialogue within or around these texts, but a broader
definition of discourse—as well as a broader sense of visual media as a “text”—that also
encompasses visual, auditory, and affective dimensions of popular cultural worlds. In the
course of my analysis, I discuss points of consensus as well as points of contention, and I
identify common themes. My goal is not to posit my own reading of these worlds as the
correct one, nor to calculate by number and type of responses which audience
interpretation is dominant. Rather, I am interested in the multiple ways that popular
cultural worlds can both reinforce and resist hegemony.
I have not attempted a quantitative analysis of the nature or effects of this worldmaking, for several reasons. For one thing, as I researched, I quickly surmised that for
each of my examples, the internet offers a seemingly unending glut of raw data in the
form of reviews, recaps, blogs, articles, comments, and other material; and this material
also continually shifts through the additions, edits, and deletions inherent to online media
use. The responses I analyzed were therefore samples of a potentially unencompassable
whole. Additionally, while these samples consistently showed active interpretive agency
on the part of audiences, they also demonstrated wide-ranging and contradictory
conclusions rather than any kind of interpretive consensus. I found this lack of consensus
itself to be significant, and a productive line of inquiry, as I further explain below.
32

While I therefore concur with media scholars who emphasize the active role of
audiences in meaning-making as a corrective to determinist theories, I have applied the
heuristic model of world-making as an analytical framework that can offer a useful tool
for media studies as well as religious studies by emphasizing the interactivity of creators,
performers, and audiences in world-making. In part, my argument rests on my findings
that audiences themselves often analyze their chosen films, television shows, and plays
not only as self-contained, static worlds of narrative, dialogue, performance, and mise-enscène, but also through the lenses of authorial intent and canonicity, and often in full
knowledge of factors related to these worlds’ creation, production, and distribution as
commodities. In other words, the meaning of a filmic, televisual or theatrical world does
not reside solely in the “text”; nor is it fully constrained by the creator’s vision; nor does
it lie exclusively with the audience. “In a world where” world-making takes place, it is a
dynamic, interactive, and circular process of negotiating and re-negotiating meaning.
To be clear, I am not arguing that anything can mean anything to anyone, and thus
meaning is meaningless. Rather, I argue that the presence of contradictory audience
reactions and differing interpretations is itself significant for the study of religion, media
and culture. The consistent disagreement I found, couched at times in attacks on those of
unlike mind (whether critics or fellow commenters, creators or performers, characters or
storylines), also reflects the similar bifurcated and combative worldviews of the U.S.
imagined community during these times. This finding lends credence to my assertion that
audience interpretation often acknowledges fictional worlds as fictional, while
simultaneously recognizing these worlds as speaking truth to and about the real world.
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Finally, I have endeavored to use a self-reflexive methodology. In my selection
and analysis of examples, I have considered how best to do justice to a project focused on
the positionality of those “out of time” while remaining aware of the influences and
limitations of my own positionality as a scholar. I am a white, cisgender, heterosexual
U.S. American woman, and an ordained member of the clergy in a mainline Protestant
denomination. I am considered normatively abled and neurotypical, and I benefit from a
high level of education and income security. All of this matters because it means that I
occupy a social location that is largely “in time” with American history and destiny and
able to “keep time” with social norms. I do not write as one “out of time” in American
history or destiny in any way, save one: I am a woman living and working within power
structures which have historically been reserved for men, and which still privilege men.
One way in which this project reflects my lived social positionality is in my
choice of examples to study. As my thesis indicates, and as many scholars of race and
popular culture have found, the historical tendency in so-called “mainstream” American
film, television, and theater has been to reflect the same pervasive and predominant
whiteness that has overdetermined what is perceived as mainstream in the first place, by
presenting white, heteronormative bodies as representatives of the universal American
subject, and by presenting BIPOC and queer bodies (where they do appear) as cultural
“others.”48 Even more recent strides toward greater representation of racial, gender, and
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sexual diversity in popular culture can underscore how long, and how thoroughly,
whiteness has dominated film and television screens, as well as the stages of Broadway’s
aptly (if inadvertently) nicknamed “Great White Way.”
However, this does not mean that white-centric worlds—even studied through a
critical or deconstructive analytical lens—represent the whole of American world-making
in popular culture. Far from it. Nor is it my intent to argue that the overrepresentation of
whiteness in American popular culture justifies an overrepresentation of whiteness in the
selection of worlds I examine. With this in mind, it is important to acknowledge that my
examples are all bound up with whiteness in one way or another: in time travel worlds
that may include BIPOC experiences and perspectives, but still feature white female
protagonists; in nostalgia television that foregrounds predominantly white, rather than
predominantly BIPOC, casts and worlds; and in Hamilton, which despite its diverse cast
still represents American history biographically, through the (originally white) founders.
My examples certainly reflect my own whiteness, in part because my encounter
with them is indelibly shaped by my cultural, historical, and economic ease of access to
them, both as mediated worlds and as second-order interpretations of the “real” world. At
the same time, my choice of these examples was also deliberate and strategic. My goal
was to interrogate these worlds through the lens of sacralized cultural constructions of
time and the times, both to identify how these worlds contribute to the reification of
whiteness and to note places where their creators, performers, and audiences offered
resistance to hegemonic times. It is also worth noting that even when BIPOC and queer
representation is marginal or absent in these worlds, this does not mean that BIPOC and
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queer audiences are likewise absent. Worlds such as Doctor Who, Star Wars, and
Outlander have always had BIPOC and queer audiences and fans; and I have sought to
amplify their creative, performative, and interpretive voices in my analysis. In many
cases, it is in the critical disidentificatory, counter-nostalgic, or utopic responses of such
viewers that I find instances of anti-hegemonic resistance.
Nevertheless, this project could have chosen many other examples to represent
both the critical and constructive work of resistance to hegemonic times. A study of Afrofuturist worlds like those of authors Octavia Butler and N.K. Jemisin, in conversation
with Afro-futurist, Afro-pessimist, and Black feminist scholars, could have more directly
considered the future(s) of Blackness. Counter-nostalgia could have been addressed
through a study of representations of Black history—for one example, curated content for
Black History Month on streaming services—or on worlds created exclusively by BIPOC
and queer creators. Alternatively, a more overt focus on queer stories and perspectives in
recent popular culture could apply Moten’s improvisation and Muñoz’s queer memory
performance to such examples as Moonlight (2016) and Disobedience (2017).
Projects like these might have allowed me to examine hegemonic times and antihegemonic resistance in a different way, by deliberately de-centering in my examples
what Sara Ahmed terms the “orientation” of whiteness, so that the ensuing discussion
could reflect Ahmed’s notion that “if we begin instead with disorientation… then the
descriptions we offer will be quite different.”49 However, Ahmed’s own rooting of this
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observation in her “experiences of inhabiting a white world in a non-white body” points
me to a reality that ought also to shape my choices.50 As a white and non-queer scholar,
focusing on more BIPOC and queer-centric examples could have placed me in the
position of attempting to interpret worlds shaped by—and in many cases, created by and
for—the situated knowledge and lived experiences of BIPOC and/or queer people, which
I do not share. The conundrum this presents is part of a much larger conversation, in both
academic and public arenas, about the role of white scholars and whiteness in anti-racist
work—such as what Lauren Michele Jackson identified, in an essay for Slate on the work
of Robin DiAngelo, the “contentious academic field of critical whiteness studies.”51
In summary, as I write from my own positionality about the marginalization and
resistance of BIPOC and LGBTQIA+ people as bodies “out of time,” and about antihegemonic resistance, I risk contributing to the problem despite my intentions to the
contrary. This certainly includes the risk of re-centering and reinscribing whiteness
through my choice of examples; for, as Ahmed notes, “any project that aims to dismantle
or challenge the categories that are made invisible through privilege is bound to
participate in the object of its critique,” and “we might even expect such projects to
fail.”52 I assume this risk as part of a commitment to intersectional scholarship, and I take
full responsibility for any failures in this regard—hoping that, even in this case, this work
might yet offer what Ahmed calls a “productive” failure.
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In this project I do not claim to speak for, or on behalf of, people whose race,
gender, sexuality, class, or ability are marginalized within American culture. Rather, I
aim to interrogate and destabilize the seeming naturalness of the privileges afforded to
me and others who perform white heteronormative identities in these American times.
Utilizing intersectional and queer theories, I interpret the worlds I have chosen as
examples of world-making that can help to shape cultural perceptions of “the times,” to
identify those who are “out of time,” and to envision alternative times for those left out of
American history and American destiny.
Rationale and Contribution
The rationale and significance for my dissertation lie, first, in the fact that this
project grapples with the signs of the times in which my work has been situated. As I
began my doctoral program in the fall of 2016, and over the next several years, I was
among many who pondered—personally as well as professionally—how and why “Make
America Great Again” proved successful as both a rallying cry and a guiding vision for
Trumpism. Unlike specific proposals, such as a border wall or better trade deals, MAGA
operated through the nebulous concept of greatness, grounded in constructions of time
that evoked affective experiences of nostalgia for history and a sense of belonging to a
shared destiny—but whose history, and whose destiny? Considering that the past was
demonstrably great for some Americans only at the expense of others, MAGA’s
operating theology of time and the times begged the question, “great again for whom?”
In some ways, this is precisely the question this dissertation seeks to answer.
However, I have broadened the question beyond MAGA, and beyond Trump, to ask: how
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does the religious world-making of the American imagined community, particularly as
constructed and mediated through popular culture, deal with time and the times? Further,
whose histories and whose futures matter in this world-making, and in these worlds? I
mean “matter” partly in the sense of power and privilege, referring to the question of how
different bodies, experiences, and perspectives are recognized as significant in hegemonic
structures; but I also mean “matter” in the material sense of real, embodied presence. In
this dual sense of matter, I examine how creative, performative, and interpretive worldmaking in popular culture facilitates the mattering of marginalized subjects in resistance
to white supremacism and other hegemonic forces that seek to negate this mattering.
As the United States now begins the process of transition from a Trump to a
Biden administration—a transition hindered by Trump’s refusal to concede the election
and by his clinging to unsubstantiated false claims of victory, “stolen” by Democrats—
the signs of the times suggest that Trumpism will persist in large segments of the
American imagined community even after the Trump administration. Presumably, the
constructions of time that fueled MAGA and are persisting in dueling public
constructions of the present (i.e. what “really happened” in the 2020 election) will also
continue to function as operating theologies in mediated public discourse in the future.
Questions of “whose history?” and “whose future?” still matter.
The constructed temporal dimensions of the imagined community of the United
States have concrete effects on the lives of many people within and beyond this nation;
and I submit that these causes and effects cannot be fully understood without considering
the role of religion in the teleology that undergirds them. Likewise, the world-making of
39

American imagined communities today cannot be fully understood without considering
its mediations within popular culture. Popular culture, which is not separate and distinct
from religion but rather intertwined with religion, can be a site for critical reflection on
past and present times, and for reimagining the future, through a shared verbal and visual
language drawn from the geographies, characters, aesthetics, and narratives of fictional
worlds that operate as commentary on, or responses to, our lived worlds.
This dissertation is offered as a contribution to the growing interdisciplinary field
of religion, media, and culture, which brings together scholars from a variety of primary
disciplines to examine religion, media, and culture as interconnected or “hyperlinked”
aspects of lived human experience.53 This field of inquiry has gained some institutional
recognition in the academy, for example through the International Society for Media,
Religion and Culture. However, it is still a comparatively new academic focus, and it
remains an intersection of approaches more than a recognized discipline in its own right.
Given this reality, one of the contributions of my dissertation is to demonstrate the
strengths of, and need for, interdisciplinary studies of religion, media, and culture, and
interdisciplinary scholarship in general. Such approaches are particularly helpful in
studies of contemporary lived religion in America; they can also apply well to other
cultural contexts in which religion and media operate as interwoven, enmeshed
dimensions of human life. I also argue that this dissertation contributes to the fields of
religious studies, media studies, and cultural studies respectively, as I now explain.
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Contribution to Religious Studies
This project contributes to several ongoing conversations in religious studies.
First, the world-making model I utilize allows for analysis of religion’s presences beyond
the confines of institutionally-recognized forms. “In a world where” religion continues to
be an active force in human life, and where boundaries between religious and secular
continue to blur, this model allows for a holistic treatment of the individual and
communal, conceptual and behavioral, spatial and temporal contours of mediated worlds
of religion and culture—as well as the interstices between these dimensions. Even when
religion is not present in a given popular cultural world in official or explicit forms, this
ostensibly secular world-making often ponders what is most real, most true, and most
important. Studying these worlds can reveal, not only how people perform religion, but
how religion itself performs within culture in explicit, implicit, and ambiguous ways.
Secondly, my project applies lived religion approaches to a study of time as a
material, social, and political dimension of religion, particularly religion in America.
Studies of lived religion tend to emphasize the everyday religion of nonexperts, thereby
asserting that religion is rooted in bodies taking up space and moving through space
(including the virtual spaces of digital religion). Time, on the other hand, is sometimes
relegated to the disembodied realm of the conceptual. I argue, however, that temporality
may be conceived in an equally embodied way. Bodies move through time as well as
space. The practices of lived religion are intricately bound to time: to the duration of time
spent in activity, to the ritual marking of time (mornings, evenings, holidays, milestones),
and to the situatedness of lived religion in the context of socio-cultural times. Lived
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religion often focuses on the performative nature of religion; and, especially when it
comes to religion’s relationship to the times, time is also a performative. Through cultural
markers such as clothing fashions and hairstyles, the use of technological objects
(automobiles, cellphones), and the prevalence of social norms, bodies in space also
perform times of old, the times of the current Zeitgeist, and the times to come.
Contribution to Media Studies
As I have noted, recent trends in media studies have moved away from an
exclusive focus on auteur or textual analyses to emphasize the active agency of audiences
in interpretation and the creation of meaning in popular cultural productions such as film,
television, and theater. A total rejection of “the media is the message” could perhaps
read: “the audience is the message.” Without minimizing the importance of this shift to
audience studies, and the necessary corrective it offers to earlier approaches that ignore or
dismiss the audience completely, I argue for world-making as a holistic approach to
media studies. Inspired by work such as Lynn Schofield Clark’s analysis of Lost, which
addresses the roles of religion and philosophy following Hall’s concept of the “circuit” of
culture, I similarly consider the cycle of creation, production, distribution, reception, and
audience response that further influences subsequent cycles, with a specific focus on the
ways that time is constructed, represented, and interpreted in sacralized ways.54
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Additionally, my reading of BIPOC and queer scholars of media and popular
culture has pushed me to think more deeply about underexamined whiteness and
heteronormativity in mediated American worlds, and in their audiences (including my
own spectatorship). By foregrounding questions of sacralized cultural constructions of
time and their role in the formation of identity and belonging in imagined communities
(such as the nation), this project contributes to areas of media studies that consider how
race, gender, and sexuality are imbricated in creation, content, and audience reception.
Contribution to Cultural Studies
As a white scholar writing in conversation with the work of BIPOC scholars, and
as a cisgender heterosexual woman writing in conversation with the work of nonbinary
and queer scholars, I have attempted to think carefully about how I may contribute to
scholarly conversations around race, gender and sexuality in a way that helps rather than
causing further harm. I strive in this project to utilize the privileges inherent in the social
identities I inhabit to destabilize and dismantle hegemonic structures of power that
benefit me at the expense of beloved BIPOC and queer colleagues, peers, and neighbors.
This project could therefore be considered an entry into critical whiteness studies.
However, I offer this framing of my work somewhat cautiously. Since whiteness operates
by assuming the position of invisible center and by positioning other-than-whiteness on
the periphery, a white scholar like myself may not fully “see” or understand whiteness.
Yet I enter the conversation with hope and with conviction. I assert that a better
understanding of whiteness, and other aspects of American hegemony, is still necessary:
for religious studies as an academic discipline, and a body of scholars and scholarship;
43

for the mainline Protestant churches in which I have served, and in whose schools I have
studied; and for U.S. public discourse. White supremacist, patriarchal, and queerphobic
views have found new vigor in the times of Trumpism. Liberative world-making in the
worlds of religion and popular culture offer a chance to acknowledge and resist them.
Through critique, subversion, or joyful reimagination, such worlds can “rend the veil” of
hegemonic times so that “no arguments are articulated to support its reconstruction.”
Chapter Outline
Chapter 1: “Racing” the Clock: Making and Resisting Hegemonic Times
This chapter functions in part as a literature review and in part as an expanded
treatment of my thesis and central arguments. I open with the example of Timeless, a
2016-2017 time travel series, in order to state the problem of “rich white guys’ history”
as a hegemonic construction mediated through narratives of history and haunted by
Protestant Christian theologies of time. I examine this construction through the lens of
critical race scholarship that identifies the roots of anti-Black racism and white
supremacism in religion and modernity, particularly in teleological theories of time that
function “as if” human constructs such as race are real. These temporal frameworks
position white, male, heteronormative bodies at the forefront of progress and render
BIPOC and queer bodies “out of time.” I further argue, however, that such “out of time”
performances of identity, within the worlds of popular culture and the U.S. imagined
community as a whole, can expose and disrupt constructed categories of social identity,
resist the hegemonic times of rich white guys’ history, and imagine and enact alternative
times.
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Chapter 2: Time Travel and the Performance of Anachronism
This chapter analyzes the role of performative anachronism in time travel, with a
focus on two examples of 2010s time travel narratives: Outlander and Doctor Who.
Drawing from Judith Butler’s theory of performativity and José Esteban Muñoz’s theory
of disidentifications, I argue that the temporal dislocation of time travel worlds allows
audiences to disidentify with American history as a constructed narrative of whiteness,
through the time traveler’s embodied performance of anachronism and through the
anachronistic vantage point of the audience. I also address challenges and limits to the
liberative potentialities of time travel worlds, including some white viewers’ tendency to
dismiss past injustices as part of the times and to dislocate past figures working for
liberative social change as “ahead of their time.”
Chapter 3: Revivals and (Re)incarnations: Nostalgia and Representation
This chapter examines audience responses to two trends in 2010s American
popular culture: 1) revivals of popular television series featuring all-white primary casts,
which produced both cultural nostalgia and critical retrospection, and 2) reincarnations
of predominantly white franchises or literary adaptations through the casting or recasting
of BIPOC, women, and queer people. I offer an in-depth analysis of two examples: the
Roseanne/The Conners revival on ABC, and the diversification of the Star Wars world
through the reincarnations of its 2010s films. I analyze these examples and trends in light
of the complex role of nostalgia in the world-making of imagined communities. Drawing
from the work of Jennifer Ladino and Walter Benjamin, I identify the potential for a
critical counter-nostalgia within these revivals or reincarnations.
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Chapter 4: Hamilton as Improvisational Memory Performance
This chapter considers Muñoz’s concept of queer memory performance and Fred
Moten’s theory of improvisations to posit the 2015 Broadway musical Hamilton as an
improvisational memory performance of American history. I consider the time and times
of Hamilton, including the narrative role of time within the show, its anachronistic use of
hip-hop and rap, its emphasis on Alexander Hamilton’s immigrant identity, and its
casting of BIPOC actors in the roles of the founders. I argue that, as an improvisation on
U.S. history and as a performance of national memory, Hamilton seeks to envision and
enact an American past that could have been—and an American future that yet may be.
I further examine audience responses to Hamilton within the context of its times,
emerging from the Obama era and encountering the era of Trump. I include critiques of
Hamilton from feminist perspectives and their relation to the times of “#metoo.” Both
accolades and critiques, I argue, point to the fact that if “all the world’s a stage,” all
stages are also worlds; and the world-making of Hamilton exemplifies art not only
imitating, but anticipating life.
Conclusion: Temporal Performativity and Queer World-Making
I conclude by summarizing the project’s central themes, arguments and findings. I
also consider the wider potential contributions of this work to the interdisciplinary study
of religion, media, and culture, arguing that my work demonstrates the importance of this
burgeoning field by examining popular cultural worlds for religious resonances that
contribute to the shaping of societies and cultures as imagined communities. Without
attention to the intersections of religion, media, and popular culture, the peril of “Make
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America Great Again”—and other hegemonic narratives of time—cannot be fully
understood. Conversely, a fuller understanding of these times can aid the dismantling of
white supremacy and heteropatriarchy in order to make way for queerer and better times
for those historically and currently marginalized within American temporal narratives.
I address some of the challenges and limits of temporal performativity as
resistance to hegemony, for example Susannah Heschel’s examination of “the slippery
yet tenacious nature of racism” and the erotics of race in relation to religion.55 Still, I offer
this work as one hopeful response to the invitation of José Esteban Muñoz to “strive, in
the midst of the here and now’s totalizing rendering of reality, to think and feel a then
and there.”56 The creative, performative, and interpretive world-making of people “out of
time” can redefine American times by reclaiming histories and reimagining futures of
liberation and justice for all.
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Chapter 1: “Racing” the Clock: Making and Resisting Hegemonic Times
The second episode of NBC’s scripted drama Timeless opens on the morning of
April 14, 1865 in Washington, D.C. Three time travelers from the twenty-first century,
Lucy, a white female history professor, Rufus, a black male engineer, and Wyatt, a white
male soldier, are dressed in period costumes, surreptitiously tailing John Wilkes Booth
through an alley while debating whether to attempt to prevent Lincoln’s assassination:
RUFUS. So we’re a thousand percent sure we can’t just shoot this
asshat—save Lincoln here and now?
LUCY. Believe me, I want to. It might change things too much.
RUFUS. Maybe there’d be a lot less lynchings. I’m serious. I’m serious! I
just met some Black soldiers… Lincoln’s death, it’s gonna be a
disaster for them. Not to mention my great-great-grandparents.
WYATT. [to Lucy] Don’t look at me. I’m with him.
LUCY. Look, I understand, but we don’t know the consequences. It’s too
risky. It’s our job to protect history.
RUFUS. Yeah, rich white guys’ history. A lot of my history sucks.
Look… maybe we can change things. For the better.1
Timeless, which premiered in October 2016, takes place in the present-day United
States. A private tech innovator has secretly invented a time machine, which is stolen at
gunpoint by hijackers who travel back in time in the attempt to disrupt the turning points
of U.S. history and unmake the American past. U.S. Homeland Security deploys Lucy,
Rufus, and Wyatt to follow the hijackers into the past and prevent this temporal terrorism.
1

Timeless, season 1, episode 2, “The Assassination of Abraham Lincoln,” directed by Neil Marshall,
written by Tom Smuts, aired October 10, 2016, on NBC.
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One network promo for Timeless presented a montage of scenes that included
clips of the protagonists walking into a swastika-adorned building, running through a
WW2 battle scene, and explaining a sophisticated bomb to a bemused contemporary with
“I’m Buck Rogers, and this thing came from outer space.”2 Alongside these images, the
video’s tagline, “Defend the past. Save our future,” suggested that Timeless would
present a well-costumed, CGI-rendered patriotic tour of U.S. history, with a few comedic
winks to the present and some Indiana Jones-style Nazi punching for good measure.
As the series unfolded, however, the characterization, narrative, and dialogue of
Timeless signaled a more critical approach to the historization of the American past. In
the pilot episode, Rufus balks when asked to join the recovery team, stating: “I am Black.
There is literally no place in American history that’ll be awesome for me.”3 Rufus also
directly challenges Lucy’s insistence that Lincoln’s death is “meant to be,” pointing out
that the history she uncritically invokes and seeks to protect is a construct: “rich white
guys’ history.”4 Throughout the series, Timeless grapples with teleological questions of
whether history is “meant to be,” and ethical questions of how to move within (or to
perform) the times. Ultimately, Timeless problematizes “rich white guys’ history” and
ponders an alternative possibility: that “maybe we can change things—for the better.”5
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I open with this example in order to propose “rich white guys’ history” as one
way to think about a particular, problematic construction of time in the imagined
community of the United States: that is, a linear, progress-oriented, teleological view of
time moving from a sacralized past toward a destined future.6 This chapter considers the
time and times of rich white guys’ history. I first examine this phrase as a signifier for the
hegemonic positioning of bodies and identities in relation to the times of past, present,
and future America—a positioning that places “rich white guys” at the center. I then
locate the historical roots of these times in the temporal frameworks of Western
modernity, including Protestant Christianity. Next, I analyze material and performative
mediations of these times within the American imagined community, including popular
culture. Finally, I consider the possibilities afforded by non-normative temporal worldmaking to critique and disrupt hegemonic times—to “change things for the better.”
Rich White Guys’ History: A “Timeless” Definition
As Rufus suggests in the example above, American history and destiny are neither
objective nor universal, but rather are constructed to selectively frame and feature
particular events, which in turn highlight particular individuals. The result is a national
history that not only presents America as a reflection of the imago dei, but is itself made
in the image of the original American rich white guys: the so-called founding fathers.

6

As previously noted in the introduction, I deliberately frame my theoretical conversation through a
vernacular phrase drawn from popular culture, because I wish to examine hegemonic times as identified,
critiqued, and interpreted by popular culture creators and audiences, as well as cultural scholars. Timeless
does not invoke the term “hegemony,” but its use of “rich white guys’ history” demonstrates the concept.
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The founders are constructed as shapers, leaders, and representatives of national
identity; and this representative power is mediated not only through the founders’ ideas
and writings, but through their iconic images of whiteness, maleness, and wealth. This is
demonstrated in the enduring presence of their visual likenesses (on U.S. currency and in
portraits, statues, and monuments), in the plethora of American states, cities, and streets
bearing their (largely Anglo) names, and in the popularity of biographical representations
on the page, screen, and stage—including the recent Hamilton: An American Musical,
which I examine in a later chapter.7 This multi-mediated representation of the founders
acts to re-present them, treating them not merely as bygone historical figures of the past,
but as figures lingering in the present as personifications of American identity now.8
The term “rich white guys’ history” thus has a dual referent. The wealth,
whiteness, and masculinity (both patriarchal and heteronormative) of this phrase link
these embodied characteristics of social identity both to the authorship and to the
significant content of U.S. history. To borrow an analogy from cinema, rich white guys
write, direct, produce, and star in this history; and they also receive the bulk of the
resulting press coverage, box office returns, and awards.

7
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Yet there are other histories: other American stories and other Americans, whom
rich white guys’ history often ignores, and whose suffering and oppression are minimized
or commandeered in service to the making of a world of American greatness. Rufus’
characterization of U.S. history as rich white guys’ history functions to point to these
others; in so doing, it can be considered a form of what Charles Long has called “an-other
attitude” and M. Jacqui Alexander has called “subordinated knowledges.”9 Rufus’s
observation is rooted in his embodied positionality as a Black man in America, one for
whom American history has never been “awesome”; and he resists the dismissal of his
forebears as acceptable collateral damage in the construction of the past and present as
“meant to be.” That Rufus can see and diagnose the hegemonic character of American
history, when white historian Lucy cannot, evokes W.E.B. Dubois’s theory of “double
consciousness,” whereby Black people in white-dominant contexts develop a keen
awareness of how whiteness operates in order to navigate and survive these spaces.10
My choice to employ rich white guys’ history as a heuristic term for American
times contains both advantages and limitations. By including class, race, and gender in its
triple definition, it is intersectional; it names multiple categories of social and structural
identity rather than reduce privilege or oppression to any one category. It is also limiting
in its omission of sexuality and other categories of social and structural identity.
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I find some theoretical support for using “rich white guys’ history” in Brittney
Cooper’s argument for the importance of intersectionality’s rooting in the particularity of
Black women, from whose lived and articulated experiences the theory emerged.11 In a
rebuttal to critiques of “identity politics,” Cooper argues that such a critique “bears the
spectre of a troubling desire to move on from discussions of Black women.”12 Such a
movement away from the particularity of Black women, Cooper points out, not only
contributes to the re-marginalization of Black women in the academy but also risks a
resulting loss of critical insight: “that part of what it means to have women of color doing
knowledge production is that their particular positionality enables a different view of the
way that many other groups move through power structures and not just themselves.”13
If the positionality of Black women, particularly (though not exclusively) nonwealthy Black women, thus constitutes a starting point for intersectional critique, it is not
unreasonable to employ the positionality of rich white guys as a diametrically opposed
positionality, representative of the very categories by which Black women are oppressed.
My use of this phrase is thus intended to highlight the problem of hegemonic identities,
rather than to suggest that class, race, and gender are the only categories of importance.
As noted in the introduction, Cooper defines intersectionality primarily as an analysis of
how “groups move through power structures,” rather than who people essentially are:
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Intersectionality’s most powerful argument is not that the articulation of
new identities in and of itself disrupts power arrangements. Rather, the
argument is that institutional power arrangements, rooted as they are in
relations of domination and subordination, confound and constrict the life
possibilities of those who already live at the intersection of certain identity
categories, even as they elevate the possibilities of those living at more
legible (and privileged) points of intersection. Thus, while intersectionality
should be credited with “lifting the veil,” to invoke DuBois’s metaphor of
the racial “color line”… the goal of intersectionality is not to provide an
epistemological mechanism to bring communities from behind the veil
into full legibility. It is rather to rend the veil and make sure that no
arguments are articulated to support its reconstruction.14
I quote Cooper at length here because her definition of the concepts, goals, and
strategies of intersectionality—and especially her framing of privilege and oppression in
terms of legibility and illegibility—gestures to the mediated dimensions of social and
structural identity as both performed and read. This is central to my own argument, which
focuses on performances of identity in relation to the times and various readings of these
performances as temporally legible or illegible.
I interpret Timeless, and its critical diagnosis of rich white guys’ history, as one
example of a performative and interpretive attempt to rend the veil of American times.
That Timeless performs this critique on a primetime network television program offers
one example of how the world-making of popular culture can offer a site for critical
deconstruction of hegemonic norms. Yet admittedly, reading Timeless this way is a
choice that is not without complications. For example, the show’s creators, and the writer
of the episode in which Rufus offers his historical critique, are all white men. What does
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it mean to consider “rich white guys’ history” as the observation of a Black character,
voiced by a Black actor, but conceived and written by a (presumably rich) white guy?
It is also worth noting the timing of Timeless, which was conceived and written at
the end of the Obama era, and premiered at a moment when Hillary Clinton seemed
poised to succeed Barack Obama as the nation’s first female president. Instead, Trump
won. In the spring of 2017, within the first months of the Trump administration, low
viewer numbers led NBC to cancel Timeless, until a small and vocal group of fans
successfully lobbied for the show’s renewal. This renewal was short-lived; after its
second season, Timeless ultimately concluded in a two-part finale in December 2018.15
While the fates of Trump and Timeless cannot be directly correlated, it is
interesting to consider them as parallel contemporary narratives targeted to the same
audience, offering competing visions of the U.S. as an imagined community.16 In this
light, we can consider Timeless as a cultural production representative of the Obama and
(anticipated) Hillary Clinton eras. Timeless re-examined American history through the
lenses of race, gender, and class, striving to address past and present inequalities and to
recover the multiracial, multicultural dimensions of America’s story, in hopes of creating
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a more just and inclusive future.17 In contrast, MAGA advocated for the reclamation of
the American past, re-centering American identity around the most privileged Americans.
Among voters who already enjoyed this privilege or who aspired to attain it, Trump’s
motto won out.18 Yet grassroots popular movements quickly sprung up in opposition to
Trump after his inauguration, which—not unlike the fan campaign to “save” Timeless—
could be read as a public outcry against the cancellation of Obama-era progressivism.
Despite the intriguing speculations made possible by the juxtaposition of these
two contemporaneous worlds—the political world of the U.S. during the start of the
Trump era and the audience reception of a mainstream, but niche, television series—a
valid question remains: how, and to what extent, can one be connected to the other? I am
not arguing that Timeless exerted a cultural influence equal to Trump’s administration, or
even that this short-lived series claims any lasting influence beyond its own times.
Likewise, this dissertation is not strictly a work of political theory or one that is focused
on the person or persona of Donald Trump, who is only one of many rich white guys who
have attempted to fashion history and the future in their own image.
Nevertheless, I find both Trump and Timeless to be useful examples, not only to
introduce the concept of rich white guys’ history, but also to illustrate how speculative
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world-making in popular culture references and responds to the times in which these
worlds are created and received by audiences, times which also shape the audiences who
view and interpret these worlds. The American times of the 2010s cannot be understood
apart from the shift from the Obama to the Trump era and the attendant issues of how
these American times have been constructed and interpreted.
In what follows, I examine the hegemonic times of rich white guys’ history in
America in order to ask: how did we get here? I consider this question in two ways. First,
I address the historical and epistemological how, drawing on scholars of race and religion
in America to link the construction of temporal hegemonies to a Protestant teleological
view of history and destiny that enters the “scrambled” sacred/secular American context
through the imagined community. Secondly, I address the how of mediation: narrative,
aesthetic, and performative modes of popular culture that reflect and shape the times.
Both epistemology and mediated practice, I argue, intersect with definitions of religion in
which the imagined is enacted and made real through the embodied performance of
world-making, which may function to uphold or to disrupt hegemonic times.
Race, Religion, and Time in Modernity
The hegemonic times of rich white guys’ history rest on epistemological
frameworks rooted in the advent of Western modernity, connected to the production of
knowledge in the age of European imperialism and colonialism, and embodied through a
religious “aura of factuality” bestowed on imagined communities. The influence of the
Enlightenment and Romantic movements of Europe on the guiding philosophical
principles of the American Revolution and the formation of the United States is widely
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recognized. This legacy can be seen in the expressed American values of individual
liberty and freedom of self-expression, and in contemporary European theories of race
and identity that allowed a “land of liberty” to paradoxically justify the withholding of
liberty from Native and enslaved African-descent peoples.
I contend that the racialized and religious formation of the American imagined
community drew from Enlightenment and Romantic thinkers not only in such ideals as
“life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness,” but also in the construction of a sacralized
American timeline rooted in a teleological view of history and destiny. As I discuss in
greater detail below, this view of time was influenced by such Protestant thinkers as
Immanuel Kant and Friedrich Schleiermacher. The notion of a timeline stretching from
sacred past to destined future contributed to the intertwining of race and religion in
America and to the construction and sacralization of rich white guys’ history.
In order to make this argument, I draw from critical race studies scholars who
have in recent years taken Foucauldian approaches to determining the history and
development of modern Western (and specifically American) concepts of race. These
scholars identify a religious, particularly Christian, underpinning to racial categorization
that persists in the U.S. cultural imaginary regardless of the expressed religious
affiliations, beliefs or practices of individuals or the American public as a whole. While
some, such as J. Kameron Carter and Willie James Jennings, emphasize the theological
anthropology and spatial dimensions of these concepts in order to foreground the
embodied, material effects of race and racism, others—Robert Bernasconi, Emmanuel
Chukwudi Eze, and Theodore Vial—connect race and religion more directly to
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temporality. Because my project considers temporal constructions through a
lived/material religion lens, both emphases are helpful in considering the construction of
the times of rich white guys’ history in America.
J. Kameron Karter and Willie James Jennings both argue that the modern Western
concept of race, especially in the American context, has its historical and conceptual
roots in Christianity. Carter argues that “modern racial discourse and practice have their
genesis inside Christian theological discourse and missiological practice, which
themselves were tied to the practice of empire in the advance of Western civilization.”19
Although Carter’s ultimate focus is the development of anti-Black racism, he identifies as
a precursor to this construction “the theological problem of Christianity’s quest to sever
itself from its Jewish roots.”20 This is accomplished first by casting Jews as a “race
group” in contrast to Western Christians (who then also became a race group), and then
by deeming Jews inferior—leading to Christian supremacy and then to white supremacy,
a move from racial to racist thinking. Carter summarizes this twofold process as “the
theological problem of whiteness.”21
Carter’s theological account of race, like many others, turns to Immanuel Kant for
a historical answer for “how theology came to aid and abet—indeed, how as a discourse
it came to provide—the inner architecture of modern racial reasoning,” by ensuring that
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“whiteness came to function as a substitute for the Christian doctrine of creation.”22 In
temporal terms, whiteness receives a sanctioned and sacred genesis of its own in the past,
allowing for whiteness to also perceive a destiny in the future. This places whiteness both
at the center of the story of America and the center of the story of Christianity, as Edward
Blum demonstrates in his study of the American role in the production of a white Christ
figure.23 Carter’s theological argument is therefore helpful in connecting the cultural
effects of the Enlightenment, a movement often posited as the end of religion’s hold over
the Western imagination, to the ongoing influence of religion (and particularly
Christianity) in driving American conceptions of race, even behind the scenes.24
Willie James Jennings focuses on the material conditions of race and racism that
undergird and predate the modern development of a scientific theory of race, linked to
a history in which the Christian theological imagination was woven into
processes of colonial dominance… [in which] Other peoples and their
ways of life had to adapt, become fluid, even morph into the colonial order
of things… [which] drew Christianity and its theologians inside habits of
mind and life that internalized and normalized that order of things.25
By locating the origins of race in the pre-Enlightenment workings of European
colonialism, when race and racism existed as functional concepts if not yet modern
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scientific theories, Jennings charts the course of Christianity’s role in the formation of
racial concepts operative in the United States as not only a scientific or philosophical set
of theories, but a performative and material problem of lived theology.26 Accordingly,
Jennings argues that lived Christianity has become untethered from a sense of place.
Drawing from Keith Basso, Jennings argues that race as identity comes to “stand in for
landscape” and as a “substitution for place and place-centered identity.”27 For Jennings,
a social performance of Christianity that imagines Christian identity
floating above land, landscape, animals, place, and space, leaving such
realities to the machinations of capitalistic calculations and the commodity
chains of private property… can only inevitably lodge itself in the
materiality of racial existence.28
Jennings posits a racial imagination that develops in order to be portable—in
order to facilitate movement of peoples, especially the movement of the imperial center
into the colonial periphery. What would it mean to consider this problem also through the
lens of time, as a question of temporal (not only geographical) portability? What Jennings
calls the “diseased social imagination” of American white supremacy is a conceit that
also facilitates a movement along and within a linear timeline: it supports a looking back
in constructed nostalgia and a looking forward toward (manifest) destiny.29
Rich white guys’ history, as a construction of time as well as space, historicizes
the past in part by choosing an arbitrary starting point: the arrival of Europeans to the so-
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called New World (a temporal term that suggests the Americas springing into being ex
nihilo circa 1492.) Such a historicization undergirds the physical mapping of the natural
landscape of what becomes the United States, through a selective view of history that is
tied to legal ownership rather than the precedent of presence: who owns and bequeaths
paper deeds and titles of ownership, rather than who was present first and lived there
longest. The unbinding from place-centered identity is therefore also an unbinding from a
temporal identity that might otherwise acknowledge the historical indigeneity of the
Americas and the role of Euro/Americans as relative latecomers and interlopers.
Subsequently, rich white guys’ history is bound to, or “lodged in,” the iconic
bodies of the founding fathers and their successors, such that the times of American
history, the American present, and American futures are likewise intertwined with “the
materiality of racial existence.” This goes some way toward explaining how Americans
of color, notably Native, African-descent, or Latinx people, can so often trace their own
American histories as far back as the timelines of most white Americans (and in many
cases, to times hundreds and thousands of years prior to European conquest and
colonization), and yet be constructed as “other” Americans, as hyphenate-Americans
displaced from the central narratives of American history and destiny.
When in this project I identify time as my central focus, it is time in this lived,
embodied and material sense that I mean. The times have both spatial and temporal
contours. Any construction of the times privileges not just ideas, but bodies.
Consequently, the social norms implied in the interpellation of bodies in relation to the
times provides the conditions for inequalities that are not merely theoretical but also
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material—an epistemological displacement of bodies “out of time” that has also restricted
the lived experience of those out of time. The times of slavery, segregation, lack of voting
rights, and forced displacement of peoples are just a few examples of this.
Yet any periodic understanding of time, constructed as “the times,” also occurs in
relation to a larger sense of time as unfolding history. The times we live in are connected
to the times that came before, and they anticipate or imagine times to come. This larger
sense of time recalls the past and invokes the future as connected parts of a linear and
forward-moving teleology—as a sense of time that is progressive, in the literal rather than
the colloquial political sense. Several scholars of race and religion, including Robert
Bernasconi, Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze, and Theodore Vial, argue that the construction of
race is a product of teleological views of time that still pervade modern Western thinking.
Each of these scholars identifies the philosophy of Immanuel Kant as of central
significance in forming a concept of race, intertwined with religion and formed in the
crucible of the times of Western modernity. Robert Bernasconi argues that Kant, as “the
one who gave the concept [of race] sufficient definition for subsequent users to believe
that they were addressing something whose scientific status could at least be debated,”30
is the “author of the first theory of race worthy of the name.”31 Kant’s impetus for
developing a concept of race “seems to have come from reconciling the information
provided by [European] travelogues, both new and old, with the religious narrative
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through which Europeans understood the meaning of history.”32 In Bernasconi’s reading,
Kant’s theory is thus both scientifically and religiously minded: Kant sought a logical
explanation for human diversity based in scientific understandings of traits “transmitted
by inheritance,”33 as well as in philosophical and theological theories of monogenesis.34
Above all, Bernasconi argues, Kant found it necessary to reconcile human difference with
his essential belief in teleology: that in order for humans to make sense of the world, we
must apply the (subjective generative) principle of purpose.
Similarly, Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze finds race central to Kant and Kant central to
theories of race in the modern world. Eze finds in Kant’s reflections on race an aesthetic
assumption, that “that which is different, especially that which is ‘black,’ is bad, evil,
inferior, or a moral negation of ‘white,’ light, and goodness.”35 Whiteness is subsequently
assumed as the default subject position according to which “European humanity is the
humanity par excellence,”36 and “others are more or less human or civilized (‘educable’
or ‘educated’) as they approximate this European ideal.”37 Kant’s conflation of external
appearance with internal capacities for intelligence and moral progress, and his
generalized application of these diagnoses to whole populations as races, proves for Eze
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that “it cannot, therefore, be argued that skin color for Kant was merely a physical
characteristic. It is, rather, evidence of an unchanging and unchangeable moral quality.”38
Theodore Vial’s primary contribution to this discourse is to argue that Kant’s
contributions alone cannot fully account for the development of the concept of race, but
that the philosophy of later German Romantic thinkers such as Georg Herder and
Friedrich Schleiermacher also influenced the ways in which race and religion developed
as modern categories. Schleiermacher and Herder employ linguistic theories of group
formation to argue that “humans are naturally divided into language and culture groups
(Völker),” a notion which comes to undergird the development of modern nation-states in
Europe as well as “ways that we conceive of race and religion in the modern world.”39
Vial asks current-day scholars to ponder “how much distance there is between us
and our religious studies ancestors,” arguing that most scholars “continue to use the
categories bequeathed to us, and so… continue to racialize our discussion of religion in
ways that reinscribe the racism of our forerunners.”40 One of the most significant Kantian
categories thus used is temporality, which in the modern West is still constructed as an
assumption that history is purposive, “moving toward some particular end.”41
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Vial holds that “modernity orients itself not toward the heavens but toward the
future.”42 Subsequently, the theological anthropology of modernists such as
Schleiermacher, with a focus on human flourishing that would come to undergird human
rights discourse, also privileges certain religious constructs as closer to that future due to
their progress toward universal human flourishing. This assumption allows for the
judgment of what makes a “living” or “healthy” modern religion, as well as how nonWestern cultures may be judged as “out of place, or premodern, or simply degraded.”43
Vial finds this move to be in some sense inevitable. Since “teleology—the
(necessary) idea of progress, is woven into the fabric of modernity’s social imaginary,”
scholars who think they (or society) have successfully moved past Kant’s racism still
“theorize the differences we see between peoples of the world… as differences of
position on the trajectory of progress from beginning to teleological end.”44 Since “we
have by and large adopted Kant’s historical linear, progressive structure” and “we do
think and speak and act as though history has a teleology,”45 therefore
when we rank parts of the world by how developed or progressive or
modern they are, by how compatible their religions are with democracy,
and when we notice what color the people are who live there, we find that
our categories are not so different from Kant’s...46
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In other words, any critique of racism or colonialism in the study of religion must
contend not only with theorists like Kant as “men of their times,” but also with the same
racialized frameworks of thought that shape our times—and our time—as well. These
frameworks are also at work in the world-making of popular culture in a variety of ways:
for example, in racialized constructions of “good guys” and “bad guys” that are paired
with American exceptionalism in Showtime’s Homeland or the Mission: Impossible
films, or in the inevitable happy endings that are “meant to be” for the predominantly
white, heteronormative protagonists of Hollywood romantic comedies. Even when
emplaced in a recognizably fictional narrative, such teleological treatments of time may
reify cultural perspectives on the times of the real world, as I now examine.
“As If”: Teleology in World-Making and Imagined Community
Thus far, I have offered something like a forensic pathology of rich white guys’
history, highlighting some of its presenting symptoms and historical origins, according to
scholars of race and religion. I have argued that the rooting of race and religion in
Western modernity is not only a location in space (i.e. the West of Europe and EuroAmericanness) but also a location in time—specifically, the times of modernity.
Modernity is not only a historical era of time, but also an epistemological framework that
deals with time. In modernity, as Vial argues, time itself is constructed teleologically, as a
linear progression from sacred history to destined future that ranks human difference
from primitive to progressive along a future-oriented scale.
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Still, the question remains: how does such a teleological framework remain
operative in the United States of the twenty-first century, distant in both time and space
from Kant, Schleiermacher, and even from the founding fathers? Considering the
religious plurality of these times, including growing numbers of religiously-unaffiliated
and atheistic Americans, can it really be argued that a sacralized timeline, defined by a
purposeful past and destined future, still holds sway—and if so, how? Relatedly, if more
recent cultural critiques, including intersectionality, have made visible the seams of
construction for social norms and identities, emphasizing their historical and cultural
contingency, how is it that these constructed categories maintain power?
Vial’s analysis of Kant offers one possible answer to this conundrum. Kant’s
phenomenological approach, and his acknowledgement of the limits of human reason,
result in an emphasis on subjective generative principles—defined as a set of operating
assumptions that human beings cannot prove, but which we still assume and use as
heuristic categories in order to think and to live. Kant’s understanding of teleology is just
such a subjective generative principle. It allows linear and teleological notions of time to
hold power even when the constructed nature of history, destiny, and the times is
apparent, and even when critical deconstructions of this category seek to “rend the veil.”
This takes place through a sort of operating theology that, Vial contends, means
… if we cannot know final causes, cannot know teleology, we must
proceed, as scientists and historians, as if things are for something, as if
nature has care, as if the moral arc of history bends toward
cosmopolitanism. We must posit teleology, this time stretching towards
the future through time rather than towards the heavens through space…47
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This as-if-ness is a crucial component in understanding the ongoing presence and
power of certain dominant cultural constructions of time—and of race and religion.
Religious concepts of time as sacred history and destiny can persist in an ostensibly
secular context because the context itself is built as a world where history is headed
somewhere, for some purpose. Similarly, constructed structural categories of identity can
persist in cultures within which they are recognized as constructs, because societies
operate as if they are true. This interpretive, embodied living as if is a central and
necessary component of constructions of time as an aspect of religious world-making.
Something like Vial’s as-if-ness can also be found in the definition of religion put
forward by cultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz: that of religion as
(1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive,
and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by (3) formulating
conceptions of a general order of existence and (4) clothing these
conceptions with such an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and
motivations seem uniquely realistic.48
Geertz’s definition, which identifies religion as primarily a conceptual “system of
symbols,” can be accused of privileging worldview and belief over ethos, since action
and behavior appear only by implication, through “motivations.” In this, Talal Asad notes
a tendency of modern Western scholarship to define what is an authentic, living religion
by the standards of Protestant Christianity, as primarily a system of inner thought and
belief, and only secondarily a system of outward actions and behaviors.49
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Nevertheless, I find Geertz’s definition useful as a starting place for considering
religion as world-making, and temporal constructions as one aspect of that world-making.
Since the affective “moods and motivations” produced by myth and symbol influence not
only thought but behavior, the “conceptions of a general order of existence” that Geertz
identifies do find embodiment in social and individual activity—as Geertz argues, they
provide both models of and models for the “reality” of the world;50 and in ritual, “the
world as lived and the world as imagined, fused under the agency of a single set of
symbolic forms, turn out to be the same world.”51 Conception often leads to birth.
Concepts are not only conceived but also enacted by those who operate as if these
conceptions are what is most real, most true, and most important about the world.
In Geertz’s terms, this as-if-ness is rooted in an “aura of factuality” that gives a
worldview the sense of being “uniquely realistic.”52 Can such an aura, or sense, still
operate when religious myths and symbols are recognized as mythical and symbolic,
rather than being taken as literal and historical fact? Geertz defines religious belief as “a
prior acceptance of authority which transforms… experience.”53 This “religious
perspective” informs a “particular way of looking at life, a particular manner of
construing the world” that is both akin to and distinguished from “the common-sensical,
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the scientific, and the aesthetic.”54 Geertz seems to conclude that what the cultural
anthropologist (or the religious scholar) recognizes as constructed myth and symbol is,
for the practitioner, uncritically accepted as truth, such that “rather than detachment,
[religion’s] watchword is commitment; rather than analysis, encounter.”55
Geertz’s dualistic description suggests the problem that Aisha M. Beliso-de Jesús
has termed the “confounded identity” of the “scholar-practitioner divide,” an academic
bias that supposes one may not be both scholar and practitioner.56 The underlying
assumption is that awareness of the metaphorical and allegorical nature of myth and
symbol are the sole purview of post-Enlightenment Western moderns. “We”—meaning
Western scholars, who are by default not practitioners and therefore hold proper distance
and objectivity from religion—see human construction in what more primitive and lessenlightened people see as direct revelation. We see the aura of factuality in what others
see as fact, and the semblance of realism in what others foolishly take to be real. Belisode Jesús rightly links this dominant network of assumptions to the same epistemologies
that form and uphold white supremacist thinking, which also work to construct nonwhite, non-male, and queer scholars as always already confounded, unable to assume the
positionality of objective scholarly detachment owned and operated by whiteness.
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Still, I find some interpretive room within Geertz’s terms—"aura of factuality” as
opposed to factuality, “realistic” as opposed to real—to apply these concepts differently,
even if this is a case of reading the theory against the theorist. I propose a reading of
Geertzian as-if-ness that can also describe people who are not mistaking fiction for fact,
but who may find in the narrative and aesthetic worlds made by religion the aura,
representation, or possibility of truth—through parabolic, allegorical, or imaginary
glimpses of a world yet to exist, and through signs of what is most true, most real, and
most important in the real world. This interpretation could also apply to Geertz’s notion
of the “really real” as “the imbuing of a certain specific complex of symbols—of the
metaphysic they formulate and the style of life they recommend—with a persuasive
authority which, from an analytic point of view, is the essence of religious action.”57
Robert Orsi has also critiqued the artificiality of a firm divide between scholar
and practitioner, and has in his research and theory taken up the question of the real
through the framework of considering sacred presence in practice. Orsi also links
Geertz’s treatment of the conceptual to the mediated presences of the material:
Geertz’s reference to the capacity to clothe—to give material substance,
fabric, and texture to—a culture’s vision of the way things are suggests
another account of religion. Religion is the practice of making the
invisible visible, of concretizing the order of the universe, the nature of
human life and its destiny, and the various dimensions and possibilities of
human interiority itself, as these are understood in various cultures at
different times, in order to render them visible and tangible, present to the
senses in the circumstances of everyday life.58
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Orsi’s focus on religion’s manner of making the invisible and intangible present is
central to his definition of religion as a kind of intersubjective world-making. Orsi’s use
of presence, as “present to the senses,” is likely intended in a material, i.e. a spatial,
sense. However, his nod to the “different times” shaping these presences also allows for
thinking of presence in a temporal as well as a physical sense: what is present to the
senses in here-ness is also present in now-ness.
Taken together, the as-if-ness of Vial, Geertz’s aura of factuality and sense of the
uniquely realistic, and Orsi’s emphasis on presence offer a theoretical framework for
considering how conceptions of reality function in culture, even when these conceptions
are recognizably metaphysical, metaphorical, or otherwise speculative. This is important
not only for considering temporality in religious world-making, but for setting the stage
to examine ways in which the fictional worlds of popular film, television and theater play
an active role in reflecting and shaping the “really real” of worlds of lived experience.
Orsi, Geertz, and Vial all point toward religion’s social and cultural, as opposed to
individual and private, dimensions. Yet each, with the exception of Vial’s broader focus
on Western modern epistemologies, also speaks to religion primarily in terms of official,
recognized forms within the academic discipline of religious studies. Since this project
addresses religious presences (and religious presents) in current-day American popular
culture, how does religious world-making take shape in this context?
For this, I turn to Benedict Anderson’s political theory of “imagined
communities,” which posits a kind of modern world-making that finds expression in
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nationalism.59 His theory of imagined communities offers a starting point for analyzing
the times as a shared and mediated cultural construction with religious roots and material
fruits. Anderson identifies nationalism as a product of modernity that emerges from, and
relies on, earlier models of ordering the world: religion and the dynastic governments of
monarchies.60 For Anderson, the imagined community is both limited and sovereign:
limited by the “finite, elastic, boundaries, beyond which lie other nations”; and sovereign
as replacement for “the divinely-ordained, hierarchical dynastic realm.”61
The community of a nation is imagined in the sense that “the members of even the
smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear
of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion.”62 Thomas Hylland
Eriksen, in a retrospective symposium on Anderson’s work, is careful to delineate the
imagined from the imaginary in “imagined communities,” in ways that are also helpful to
this project: “the work of the imagination, here, consists not in making things up but
envisioning something that we cannot see, but which is nonetheless real.”63 In other
words, the imagined nature of these communities is more a commentary on their abstract
character than a pronouncement of falsity. The as-if-ness of imagined communities, like
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Kant’s subjective generative principles, lies not in the presentation of false as real, but in
the acknowledgement that the real itself is always, to some extent, imagined.
Anderson’s theory of imagined communities takes temporal form in three key
ways. First, he posits the nation as a response to questions of human contingency (i.e.
mortality and fatality) that were historically addressed by religion’s function of
“transforming fatality into continuity (karma, original sin, etc.).”64 While contingency
and fatality are often construed in physical terms as bodily mortality and suffering, they
are also linked to temporal finitude, acknowledging the limited span of human life. For
Anderson, the eighteenth-century “dawn” of an age of nationalism also marks “the dusk
of religious modes of thought,” and so the nation takes up “a secular transformation of
fatality into continuity, contingency into meaning” through the construction of time as
both “an immemorial past” and a guide into “a limitless future.”65 In so doing, “it is the
magic of nationalism to turn chance into destiny.”66
As the imagined community of the nation thus historicizes time as a sacralized
secular narrative of past and future, it is also temporal in the sense of creating a shared
sense of time among its members: what Anderson calls “simultaneity.”67 Rather than
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view this simultaneity as religious, “vertically linked to Divine Providence” like Walter
Benjamin’s “Messianic time, a simultaneity of past and future in an instantaneous
present,”68 Anderson frames this in terms of Benjamin’s “‘homogenous, empty time,’ in
which simultaneity is, as it were, transverse, cross-time, marked not by prefiguring and
fulfilment, but by temporal coincidence, and measured by clock and calendar.”69
In this way “the times” act, not only as a designation of a particular era, but also
as a kind of embodied duration: an acknowledgement of a shared present—a “now”—in
which the members comprising the imagined community are connected by sharing the
same moment in time, even when separate and disconnected in space. Anderson points to
the novel and the newspaper, both mediated products of eighteenth-century Europe, as
examples of “the technical means for ‘re-presenting’ the kind of imagined community
that is the nation,” through a world-making in which “acts are performed at the same
clocked, calendrical time, but by actors who may be largely unaware of one another”
such that “the steady, anonymous, simultaneous activity” of the nation reifies its presence
and present-ness.70 Notably, the fictional novel accomplishes this feat as fully as the
factual accounts of the newspaper, helping to shape the aura of factuality and uniquely
realistic character of the imagined community’s as-if-ness.
A third and final temporal aspect of Anderson’s theory appears as an addition to a
later edition of Imagined Communities: the role of memory and of forgetting, of the
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arrangement of time as a construction of a communal (or national) identity narrative.71
This aspect of time as an ongoing construction is linked both to human contingency and
to simultaneity. As an example, Anderson offers the many locations in the Americas
(such as New York, New Orleans, and the like) whose monikers represent the new, not as
a “‘successor’ to, or ‘inheritor’ of, something vanished,” but rather as a synchronistic
coexistence: “an idiom of sibling competition rather than of inheritance.”72 Drawing from
an 1882 essay by Renan, Anderson contrasts this with a purposeful forgetting of “ancient
tragedies” as “a prime contemporary civic duty.”73 As Eriksen says of Anderson:
having a nation entails remembering the same things, but also agreeing on
what to forget… some nations celebrate their victories, whereas others
celebrate their defeats; but even future‐oriented nations such as Australia
or the USA have built myths of origin enabling a narrative that is
simultaneously legitimating and meaningful.74
The mention of the United States here is related to Anderson’s key hypothesis,
that the Americas—as peripheral colonies, rather than the imperial metropole—represent
the earliest forms of nationalism as imagined community. Anderson terms this “Creole
nationalism,” which forms among Americans of European descent in Brazil, the U.S.,
and the former colonies of Spain.75 Within the United States and beyond, the popular
production and reception of history in the service of a nationalist narrative continually
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contends with questions of what to remember and what to forget. Ed White critiques
Anderson’s analysis of the driving force of this creole nationalism, but even this critique
posits the United States as a imagined community centered on rich white guys’ history:
My central point is that we cannot consider the early American “nation”
apart from its complicated, racialized associations with Native Americans,
and the ways in which land speculators sought to construct an empire. The
North American nation first appeared as the “imagined community” of the
Native American Other, with important consequences for its subsequent
development, from the revolutionary period into the nineteenth century.76
In this project, I apply the concept of imagined community not only to the nation,
and not only to the United States, but also to the ways in which the narrative, aesthetic,
and performative worlds of popular culture also function as imagined communities—
often through the division of peoples into “us” and “them.” Where some—including
Anderson—would place a boundary between “the nation” and religion, and between
imagined communities (as between nations), I argue that these boundaries are blurred and
porous. Worlds collide, through globalization as well as the overlapping of spheres that
modernity has posited as separate (e.g. religion and secularity, private and public).
To make this argument, I next turn to theories of religion as world-making, to
argue that religious world-making in popular culture provides a mechanism by which the
hegemonic norms of certain times are created and maintained, received and interpreted,
and at times resisted and re-formed. I posit the religious world-making of imagined
community as a site for temporal performativity.
76
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“In a World Where…”: Temporal Performativity, Mediation, and Resistance
In positing temporal performativity as an aspect of religious world-making in
imagined communities, I draw from three theoretical streams of thought that have only
recently been much in conversation with one other: theories of lived and material
religion, theories of mediation, and queer/queer of color theories of identity performance.
In braiding together these theories (to borrow a term from Robert Orsi)77 I argue for
temporal performativity as a theory of how “the times” of a certain cultural context are
mediated in world-making through embodied performances, working to reinforce or to
resist hegemonic norms. The rich white guys’ history of the United States, mediated in
the scrambled sacred/secular context of American popular culture, exemplifies this.
I begin by considering performativity in connection with temporality. In so doing,
I follow Judith Butler, whose work on the performativity of gender has a distinctly
temporal character. In rebutting critics who (mis)read Gender Trouble as positing gender
as something freely chosen by “a willful and instrumental subject,” Butler emphasizes the
citationality and iterability of gender performance. These critics, Butler insists, miss a
crucial point: how “the historicity of discourse and, in particular, the historicity of norms
(the ‘chains’ of iteration invoked and dissimulated in the imperative utterance) constitute
the power of discourse to enact what it names.”78
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These chains of iteration function to “cite” previous norms, and thus to reify
them. However, this same process opens possibilities for performing otherwise, since
…‘performance’ is not a singular ‘act’ or event, but a ritualized
production, a ritual reiterated under and through constraint, under and
through the force of prohibition and taboo, with the threat of ostracism and
even death controlling and compelling the shape of the production but not,
I will insist, determining it in advance.79
The performativity of identity is not limited to gender. Butler elsewhere links it to
sexuality, in relation to the culturally determined norm of “heterosexuality,” which as
Michel Foucault, David Halperin, and others have noted, comes into being in a parallel
process of delineation from something called “homosexuality.”80
Butler’s focus is equally on non-normative gender performances, and the potential
of such performances to queer gender: that is, to expose and “rend the veil” of normative
constructs of gender. Drag is one example. In practice, Butler admits, drag is not always
subversive, and it is used for both “denaturalization” and “reidealization” of “hyperbolic
heterosexual gender norms.”81 Yet Butler claims that all gender is like drag, in order
to suggest that ‘imitation’ is at the heart of the heterosexual project and its
gender binarisms, that drag is not a secondary imitation that presupposes a
prior and original gender, but that hegemonic heterosexuality is itself a
constant and repeated effort to imitate its own idealizations.”82
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Throughout her work, Butler maintains this tension between performativity’s
tendency to shore up hegemonies by imbuing these norms with a seeming naturalness—
an aura of factuality—and its capacity to challenge these hegemonies, destabilizing them.
Citationality links present performances to the past in a process Butler terms a “ritual,”
not unlike James Carey’s cultural theory of the ritual transmission of communication.83
The use of the religious term “ritual” may or may not be deliberate (Carey explicitly
invokes religion; Butler does not), but nevertheless, it holds religious resonances. One
such ritual is the pronouncement of gender at birth. “It’s a girl!” or “It’s a boy!” begins as
a discursive determination linked to biological sex; it is then carried out through other
symbols of gender, such as names, colors (pink or blue), clothing and hairstyles, toys and
activities. Labels such as “tomboy” or “sissy” can confer alterity onto those who do not
meet these norms—or, in some cases, can be claimed as resistant identities.84
In these American times, it is increasingly (though not universally) acknowledged
that there exists a much wider diversity of both sex and gender than is acknowledged by a
male/female binary. The increasing visibility of non-normative gender performances and
of individuals claiming nonconforming or non-binary gender identities, including in
popular culture, have also belied the gender binary as an ontological reality directly
proceeding from biological sex.
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Yet a cis- and heteronormative cultural standard still exists, in relation to which
non-normative gender and sexual identities are deemed a failure to perform “normal”
identity. Jack Halberstam makes a positive case for such failure as a “queer art” that can
act “as a tale of anticapitalist, queer struggle… a narrative about anticolonial struggle, the
refusal of legibility, and an art of unbecoming.”85 Halberstam recategorizes failure as
a way of refusing to acquiesce to dominant logics of power and discipline
and as a form of critique. As a practice, failure recognizes that alternatives
are embedded already in the dominant and that power is never total or
consistent; indeed, failure can exploit the unpredictability of ideology and
its indeterminate qualities.86
Thus, as an embodied revelation of the presence of alternatives in the present,
failure can also be considered an act of world-making. Halberstam’s queer art of failure is
precisely the kind of performance (or counter-performance) for which Butler deliberately
makes space in her insistence that performativity cannot be fully determined in advance.
Butler’s emphasis on citation and iteration, in concert with this notion of failure,
also points toward the arbitrary and historically-situated nature of performative norms. In
the example of the gendering of infants, it is worth noting Jo B. Paoletti’s study of
American children’s fashions, which identifies a regime of gendered coloring, design,
and use of symbols in children’s clothing so apparent “that most children know these
unwritten rules by the age of three.”87 Yet the content of these norms is both fluid and

85

Jack Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure (North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2011), 88.

86

Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure, 88.

87

Jo B. Paoletti, Pink and Blue: Telling the Boys from the Girls in America (Bloomington, IN: Indiana
University Press, 2012), xiii.

82

time-bound: as Paoletti notes, “in little more than a century, the rules have changed so
dramatically that the conventions of 2010 are nearly the reverse of those in 1890.”88
Thus, clothing fashions—along with hairstyles and mannerisms—function not
only as cultural markers of gender and class, but also markers of the times. This may be
why iteration is not identical to citation: as normative iterations of gender performance
have always worked on the basis of precedent, as Butler argues, so too have iterations
given rise to variation and change. It is the dynamic quality of iteration that allows the
norms of the times to act citationally with varying, even opposite, results. Consider, for
example, how long hair and high heels may signify normative masculinity for eighteenthcentury founding fathers and non-normative masculinity for 2010s drag queens.
As for gender and sexuality, so also for race. Kwame Anthony Appiah argues that
“we make up [racial] selves from a tool kit of options made available by our culture and
society… we do make choices, but we don’t determine the options among which we
choose.”89 In other words, racial constructs, like those of gender and sexuality, function
as if these categories were essential rather than structural. Not only do non-normative
performances queer this seeming ontological reality by puncturing the aura of factuality
and rending the veil of social constructions, but these performances also function in as-ifness, embodying alternative worlds as if they were already-existing realities. Thus
imagined and enacted, other worlds become both possible and real through performance.
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This queer, anti-hegemonic possibility through performance is the hallmark of the
work of José Esteban Muñoz, who is one of a number of queer/queer of color theorists
concerned with queer temporalities as a way of “thinking beyond the moment and against
static historicisms.”90 Muñoz coins the term “queer world-making” as a kind of worldmaking that has both spatial and temporal contours, and is connected to Ernst Bloch’s
notion of concrete utopias. It is spatial in the sense of Oscar Wilde’s decree that “‘a map
of the world that does not include utopia is not worth glancing at,’” which leads Muñoz
to root queer world-making in “the possibility to map a world where one is allowed to
cast pictures of utopia and to include such pictures in any map of the social.”91 This
mapping in space is also a mapping in time. It is a critique of the “here and now” as a
“prison house” for those marginalized for racial, gender, or sexual identity (whom Muñoz
calls “minoritarian subjects”);92 and it is simultaneously a call to “think and feel a then
and there,” and in so doing, “dream and enact new and better pleasures, other ways of
being in the world, and ultimately new worlds.”93
Just as we have distinguished between the imagined and the imaginary in
Anderson’s imagined community, so too Muñoz distinguishes his queer utopian worldmaking from “abstract utopias” that would foster passive acceptance of a hegemonic
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status quo in hopes of a queer hereafter.94 Queer world-making is not just fantasy but
reality: a “future in the present” grounded in “a refunctioned notion of utopia in the
service of subaltern politics.”95 This is to say that the utopia of Muñoz is as far from any
utopia posited by rich white guys’ history as it is possible to be: it is instead “an
anticipatory illumination of a queer world, a sign of an actually existing queer reality, a
kernel of political possibility within a stultifying heterosexual present.”96
World-making, in the Muñozian sense, contains within it both critique and
construction, and explicitly claims a positionality aligned in solidarity with the subaltern,
or minorized, subject: the one rendered out of place and “out of time” in hegemonic
structures of power, particularly those of the United States at the beginning of the twentyfirst century. Muñoz hints, as does Anderson, at something like Geertz’s notion of the
“really real,” locating this deeper reality spatially in embodied performance and
temporally in a futurity that cannot be reached but can be felt affectively “as the warm
illumination of a horizon imbued with potentiality.”97
Muñoz makes no claim to a religious or spiritual positionality, other than to
acknowledge that the philosopher whose work on utopia and hope most strongly informs
his theory, Ernst Bloch, is also a favorite of liberation theologians.98 Nevertheless, the
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world-making he describes, with its connections to Butler’s performativity and
Halberstam’s queer failure as resistance, finds many points of resonance with scholars of
religion who have posited religion as world-making. Robert Orsi, as previously
mentioned, is one such scholar; another is S. Brent Plate, who makes an explicit
connection between the world-making of religion and that of film—not dissimilar to the
connections Muñoz finds between queer world-making and artistic performance.99
Plate identifies Peter Berger and William Paden as among those who have
influenced his view of world-making as a holistic activity, by means of which religion
and film construct worlds in connection to the “real” world, and to one another.100 Where
Muñoz often turns to avant-garde or camp performances for his case studies, Plate
chooses popular cinema as his primary example:
On the broadest and most abstract level, worldmaking utilizes the
spaces and times that are available in the physical world… Worldmaking
is a performative drama in which humans are the costume designers and
liturgists, scriptwriters and sermon givers, cinematographers and saints,
projectionists and priests. All the world’s a stage, and all worlds are
stages. The dramatic activity is what humans partake in when we attempt
to make meaning of the spaces, times, and people that make up our
lives.101
Plate posits both religion and film not only as sites for the creation of worlds but
also for their maintenance: participation in religion or in film is not merely an act of
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recreation but of “re-creation.”102 Plate also highlights the blurred boundaries and
“connecting points” between cinematic worlds and real (or “afilmic”) worlds, drawing
from Geertz’s definition of religion to argue that “cinema is never just… a world ‘over
there’ or ‘up there.’ The diegetic realities of cinema constantly collapse into the afilmic
world, supplying both form and content for humans’ sacred strivings.”103
This recognition is useful, especially in terms of the kind of audience analysis that
my project includes. My thesis rests on this same argument, that the as-if-ness of worldmaking in popular culture both reflects and shapes (in Geertz’s terms, offers a model of
and a model for) the world-making of imagined communities such as the United States.
Audiences, no less than creators or performers, participate in these mediated worlds in
ways that cross over into their real-world activities and affinities, references and realities.
However, Plate’s theory of world-making does not as explicitly address the
blurriness and permeability of the boundaries between religion and what is not religion,
or between the worlds of religion and film—not to mention the increasingly shifting and
fluid boundaries between film and other forms of popular media (such as television) in
the digital age, where television often becomes cinematic, and where films may receive
their first screenings on televisions, tablets, or phones. Plate’s juxtaposition of “costume
designers and liturgists, scriptwriters and sermon givers, cinematographers and saints,
projectionists and priests” suggests religion and film as two sets of worlds and world-
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makers that are literally parallel to one another: related, but not intersecting. Plate’s
dichotomous framework therefore suggests that cinema and religion are fundamentally
distinct from one another, finding connection through “world-making” as a third term.
Consider, in contrast, the argument of Jeremy Stolow for “religion and/as
media.”104 Stolow’s formulation comes as a response to the popular misconception that
modernity has secularized cultures and “disembedded religion” from public life.105 This
is far from the case, Stolow argues. What has actually occurred instead is a “deep
entrenchment of religious communities, movements, institutions, and cultural forms in
the horizons of modern communication technologies and their attendant systems of
signification and power.”106 Accordingly, definitions of religion must expand beyond
“the confines of ‘traditional’ social logics of institutional loyalty, the performative
demands of face-to-face interaction, the controlled circulation of sacred texts, or the
localized boundaries of ‘ritual time.”107 This can aid scholars in recognizing a “tight
weave between religion and media,” found both in the media practices of recognized
institutional forms of religion, and in the presence of religion in media, in “broader
cultural constructions haunted by ‘religious’ imagery and figures of discourse…”108
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In articulating a theory of religion as media, Stolow raises several points that
pertain to my argument about world-making as a religious activity that allows for cultural
constructions—such as constructions of time as history and destiny—to shape and reflect
the imagined community. First, “religion and media” is a false dichotomy, since
‘media’, in all their economic, symbolic, performative and technoprosthetic dimensions, have become central to the terms of interaction
within and among the embodied regimens and imagined worlds that
constitute the sacred in the global present.109
Also helpful is Stolow’s noting of Jacques Derrida’s analysis of television as a
medium of as-if-ness, in which “we still look at television as though it were presenting us
the thing itself… [and] the critique of televisual mystifications does not prevent them
from operating, and from doing so in the form of the spectral noema of ‘making
present.’”110 Here, the dual meaning of “presence” can be brought to bear on Derrida’s
argument as both a spatial and a temporal reality—as a “here” and a “now,” in which
audiences may be fully aware of the mechanics of the medium and yet still recognize the
presence, and present-ness, of the televisual worlds that are presented on the screen.
Finally, Stolow considers Walter Benjamin’s meditation on mediation, in “Art in
the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” to posit an optimistic reading of Benjamin that
sees the aura’s “withering” in this age as a kind of liberation, “abolishing the sense of the
object’s unapproachability, and thereby [causing] the ‘liquidation’ of the traditional
relations of power and value in which this auratic relationship was once encased,” such
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that the object is more present to the audience in their particularity, generating “new
forms of intimacy and collective imagination.”111 Stolow concludes by encouraging “new
techniques of cognitive mapping” that might consider “religion and/as media… on the
terrain of intersecting boundaries and surfaces that constitute social life.”112
Stolow’s notion of “liquid aura” opens up wider possibilities for considering what
the liquidation of Geertz’s “aura of factuality” might mean in terms of world-making and
temporality. The age of reproducibility that was Benjamin’s subject in the 1930s finds
new meaning in the age of digital reproduction (and distribution, and audience reception)
in the 2010s and beyond. In these times, the production and viewing of television, film
and theater are liquidated from such temporal characteristics as the primetime network
schedule and the collective ritual experience of moviegoing. These rituals still exist, but
they can no longer be said to dominate audience media practices, as content streaming on
home televisions and personal screens now does. How might this asynchronous, “out of
time” experience of viewing television or film (or filmed theatrical productions, for
another example) also reflect a “liquid aura”? What is the effect, in the end: the
“withering” of this aura, or (as in Stolow) its reactivation?113
Perhaps there is a third option. Colleen McDannell’s study of material
Christianity in America, as a relationship between images, objects, and their audiences,
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finds neither a withering nor a reactivation of religious “aura,” but rather continuity.114
McDannell argues that a focus on material religion belies a firm division between sacred
and profane in American lived experience, such that “if we look at what Christians do
rather than at what they think, we cannot help but notice the continual scrambling of the
sacred and the profane.”115 The notion of religious scrambling offers a counterpoint not
only to theories of secularization but also to theories of religion’s resurgence. Indeed,
McDannell has some of these theories in mind when she argues:
The conclusion that magical mass-produced commodities or spaces
substitute for religion in a secular culture can be made only because
scholars have disregarded the material dimension of religious life in
America… [Likewise] the conclusion that contemporary religions are the
creation of something “new” cannot be justified. Rather… the scrambling
of the sacred and profane is common in American Christianity. Mingling
has occurred throughout its history.116
McDannell attributes the prior disregard and ongoing mischaracterization of
American religion in part to the assumption of a “simple division between sacred and
profane” advocated by scholars such as Durkheim, and by historians who followed a
“Puritan model” of historicization focused on “Calvinism, evangelicalism, declension,
rising secularism, laicization, democracy, and American exceptionalism.”117 To this,
McDannell adds that material culture has likely also been devalued because of its
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historical association with “women, children, and other illiterates,” as opposed to
religious “specialists.”118 The gender and class dimensions of this bias is explicit; other
biases (of race, sexuality, and others) may be inferred.
McDannell further insists that the materiality of lived religion is—no less than its
concepts—the very stuff of religion itself. In contrast to Geertz, McDannell finds that
material culture “does not simply reflect an existing reality” but rather that “experiencing
the physical dimension of religion helps bring about religious values, norms, behaviors,
and attitudes. Practicing religion sets into play ways of thinking.”119 This occurs through
the “specific patterns of relationships” by which objects attain meaning—by how “people
use things and experience spaces,” a relational action in time as well as in space.120
McDannell’s argument for religious continuity, and the “scrambling” or
“mingling” of sacred and profane in the American context, offers a foundation for
locating religious world-making even in ostensibly secular American popular culture; for,
as McDannell finds, it is precisely in popular culture that sacred and profane mingle, and
where the material presences of religion have enjoyed such continuity. McDannell’s
observation that the academic devaluing of material approaches to religious studies is
linked to a similar devaluing of certain embodied positionalities (women, children, the
less-educated or poor; and, we can assume, BIPOC), is echoed by Aisha Beliso-de Jesús
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in her critique of the knowledge production of whiteness as a scholarly as well as a
cultural problem. Finally, McDannell’s emphasis on the interactivity of people and
material objects echoes Orsi’s and Plate’s descriptions of world-making as an ongoing
relational, embodied, and mediated process—for our purposes, one also marked by the
time spent in this interaction, as well as in the constructions of time within these worlds.
My own theory of world-making finds points of commonality with both Plate and
Muñoz, while seeking (with Stolow) a wider definition of religion and media than Plate
advances, and identifying (with McDannell) a more religious or sacred view of worldmaking than Muñoz might claim. I define religious world-making in the scrambled
sacred/profane American context as a creative, interpretive, and performative activity that
both envisions and enacts imagined communities, through critique and construction, in
ways that reflect and shape what is most real, most true, and most important. To be sure,
time and the times are only one dimension of world-making; but temporal performativity,
in re-creating or resisting hegemony, remains a central component of these worlds.
Conclusion: Performing and Resisting “The Times” of Rich White Guys’ History
Imagined communities are worlds created and situated within particular times, as
well as particular places. The world-making of imagined community engages with time
in at least three ways: through the historicization of time, bestowing history and future;
through the shared duration of time, in the simultaneity and contingency of the present;
and through the construction of time, in acts of memory and forgetting. In this sense, time
is not fixed, abstract, and essential so much as fluid, embodied, and performed.
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In the modern West, and the United States in particular, the times are made
possible by epistemological frameworks that assume a linear and teleological timeline as
well as a privileging of Euro/whiteness, as well as maleness and Protestant Christianity,
as both author and embodiment of progress in the scrambled sacred/secular context of the
imagined community of the United States. Nevertheless, the very bodies and identities
deemed “out of time” in hegemonic times can serve to illustrate, through non-normative
performances of gender, race, sexuality, how the times are performative constructs rather
than ontological realities. After all, the social norms operative in hegemonic structures,
though they have real, material consequences, are themselves cultural constructions
grounded in myth and symbol. Therefore, although constructs such as race, gender,
sexuality, progress, and destiny may also convey an aura of factuality and seem uniquely
realistic, they have no more ontological reality than the imagined alternative worlds of
liberationist and queer thinkers. The performative enactment of imagined liberative
worlds is just as real, in essence, as the hegemonies these worlds seek to dismantle.
Intersectional approaches to race, gender, sexuality, and other categories of social
identity acknowledge this tension: that such categories are historically and culturally
constructed, and yet, since people are categorized and treated as if these categories were
ontologically true, they may also be used for strategic liberative purposes. Beliso-de
Jesús, while cautioning against institutional policies of multiculturalism and diversity that
fail to adequately challenge white supremacist structures,121 still notes that her argument
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is not an apolitical, noncritical, poststructuralist move to undermine the
work of marginalized people to fight for social justice, equal rights, or
civil liberties through the strategic deployment of the regime of identities
within American multiculturalism [but rather a challenge to] the co-opting
and depoliticizing of these modus operandi, which increasingly flatten and
universalize identity in a representational myth that maintains white
privilege and white supremacy.122
In a similar manner, Kwame Anthony Appiah, whose goal is ultimately the
deconstruction and debunking of theories of race in order for societies to move “beyond
current racial identities,” still recognizes that “there is a place for racial identities in a
world shaped by racism” since “people act on their beliefs, whether or not they are
true”123 and that so long as racism exists, “it may even be historically, strategically
necessary for the story to go this way.”124
One of the central questions of this dissertation pertains to exactly this last point:
in what way is it historically, strategically necessary for the story to go? Is there any
version of an American story, a story of “the times,” that is “meant to be”? In the
chapters to come, I explore temporal performativity in the speculative worlds of recent
American popular culture with just these questions in mind. Building on the example of
Timeless, I first do this by considering time travelers—as characters, viewers, and
scholars—as world-makers whose ability to live “out of time” makes possible their
efforts to “change things for the better.”
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Chapter 2: Ahead of Their Time: Time Travel and Performative Anachronism
The time is out of joint—O cursèd spite / That ever I was born to set it right!
—William Shakespeare, Hamlet

In a 2007 roundtable of queer theorists whose work deals with temporality,
Carolyn Dinshaw posed the question: “how does it feel to be an anachronism?”1 This
question of “the felt experience of asynchrony” refers not only to Dinshaw’s research
subjects—late-medieval mystics, people out of sync with their times—but also to her felt
experience as a scholar applying postmodern queer theory to medieval times. Dinshaw
also relates anachronism to scholarship in general, located in the “expanded now” in
which scholars examine the past in order to produce work aimed at future reception.2
While Dinshaw’s question of feeling suggests the inner, affective dimensions of
human experience, for the purposes of my project it is also helpful to frame her question
in terms of its social/political implications for the time and times of imagined community.
I ask: what does it mean to be an anachronism, and what does it do? In this vein, I
propose anachronism as a mode of temporal performativity: performative anachronism.
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In Dinshaw’s use as well as my own, anachronism means something beyond the
accidental or purposeful intrusion of signifiers of one time into another in a mediated
world (e.g. a plastic water bottle in a World War Two film, or Hamilton’s use of rap.) In
this project, I use anachronism to indicate a broader sense of temporal displacement: a
being and doing out of time, signified by disidentification with the cultural markers of
certain times. While Dinshaw emphasizes the affective experience of those who feel out
of place in their times, I focus on anachronism as a performative doing rooted in—and
revealing of—normative social identities. Such performative anachronism may emerge
from deliberate choice, or may be assigned by hegemonic cultural systems structured to
alert publics to the danger of the other who is “not like us.” Those whose appearance or
comportment is read as non-normative may be deemed “behind” or “ahead of” the times.
Since anachronism implies a deviation from a default or standard chronology, the
interpellation of anachronism is essential for defining and reinscribing the times through
normative dress, speech, thought, and behavior; and anachronistic performances thus risk
reifying norms through difference, as exceptions that “prove the rule.” Yet performative
anachronism also holds the potential to recognize and utilize the position of being and
doing out of time in order to trouble the present status quo, revisit hegemonic renderings
of the past, and imagine alternative futures. In this way, performative anachronism can
queer the times by revealing their contingent and constructed nature.
In this chapter, I consider performative anachronism in the context of the worldmaking of time travel stories in popular American television and film. I argue that the
narrative framework of time travel allows both characters and audiences to critically
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examine other time periods from the perspective of their own situated presents, and
ultimately to disidentify with the hegemonic American times of rich white guys’ history.
Admittedly, the re-examinations of past, present, or future afforded by time travel stories
are neither inevitably nor exclusively liberative; time travel worlds can and sometimes do
reify hegemonic times as “meant to be.” Still, time travel stories contain the potential to
liberate the times from the hegemonic power of sacralized history and destiny—first by
“rending the veil” of hegemonic times, then by positing alternative times by and for
bodies and identities out of time. In this sense, time travel acts as a kind of scholarship—
just as, in Dinshaw’s view, scholarship acts as a kind of time travel.
In what follows, I first consider performative anachronism through the lens of the
theory of disidentification proposed by José Esteban Muñoz. Next, I consider how time
travel works as a generic form in popular culture, using performative anachronism to
queer sacred histories and/or destinies. I then offer an in-depth analysis of two examples
from the 2010s—the Starz series Outlander and an episode of the BBC’s Doctor Who—
to consider how these worlds and their audiences address American times.
Performative Anachronism and Disidentification
One running gag in perhaps the best-known American time travel film of the late
twentieth century, Back to the Future (1985), lies in the reactions of the citizens of 1955
Hill Valley, California to Marty McFly’s 1980s-era attire, particularly a puffy down vest
that leads several characters to ask if Marty just returned from the Navy or Coast Guard.3

3

“Futurepedia, the BTTF Wiki,” Fandom, https://backtothefuture.fandom.com/wiki/Down_vest.

98

Here, costuming offers an example of how time travel narratives employ aesthetic
markers, not only to alert the audience to the time period in which the time traveler has
arrived, but also to set the stage for the interpellation of the time traveler as an outsider,
whose difference is noted by others because of a failure to reflect the style of the times.4
What does it mean to be hailed as an anachronism by those who occupy a
contemporary position—those literally with or of the times? If anachronistic interpellation
is a response to performative relation to the times, much as “queer” originated as a
pejorative hailing of those failing to perform heteropatriarchal sexuality and/or gender,
what does performative anachronism reveal about the times to which it stands in
contrast? How might performative anachronism then also offer liberative possibilities for
those whose performances of identity embody the expanded now of being out of time?
One way of considering these questions, and these anachronistic performances, is
through the theory of disidentification proposed by José Esteban Muñoz.5 Muñoz models
his theory of disidentification on an articulation of that term by Michel Pêcheux as a
response to Louis Althusser’s theory of interpellation, the formation of subject identity by
and through the mechanisms of ideology. Disidentification acts as a third option beyond
identification (as conformity) and counter-identification (as a direct opposition to
ideology, which may ultimately reify it).
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Disidentification, as a range of performative strategies that neither wholly
identifies nor wholly counter-identifies with dominant ideologies, “works on and against
dominant ideology” by striving to “transform a cultural logic from within, always
laboring to enact permanent structural change while at the same time valuing the
importance of local or everyday struggles of resistance.”6
For Muñoz, disidentification is “a hermeneutic, a process of production, and a
mode of performance” that encompasses everyday identity performance as well as artistic
performance.7 Within this trifold mediation, disidentification offers “a way of shuffling
back and forth between reception and production,” analogous to Stuart Hall’s theory of
oppositional reception.8 Muñoz also links disidentification to academic scholarship, for
example citing Frantz Fanon, whose work is at once seminal for post-colonial studies and
problematic in its treatment of queer and female identities. Muñoz posits a hypothetical
lesbian reader of Fanon, for whom “disidentification offers a Fanon… who would not be
sanitized; instead, his homophobia and misogyny would be interrogated while his
anticolonial discourse was engaged as a still valuable yet mediated identification.”9

6

Muñoz, Disidentifications, 12. While Muñoz allows that disidentification is possible for majoritarian
subjects whose fit with “the cultural logics of heteronormativity, white supremacy, and misogyny” allows
them easier access to “the fiction of identity,” his theory of disidentification primarily refers to “survival
strategies” by and for people who are marginalized within their times. Moreover, Muñoz stresses that
disidentification does not always prevent or protect from oppression; and vulnerable people may choose to
more openly oppose or more fully conform to dominant ideologies in order to survive “a hostile public
sphere” (Muñoz, Disidentifications, 5). I seek to employ his theory with these caveats in mind.
7

Muñoz, Disidentifications, 25.

8

Muñoz, Disidentifications, 16.

9

Muñoz, Disidentifications, 9.

100

While not anti-theory, Muñoz contends that the artists whose work he studies are
“not only culture makers but also theory producers,” drawing from Antonio Gramsci’s
theory of organic intellectuals “to emphasize the theory-making power of
performance.”10 Although Muñoz is not a scholar of religion, this approach resonates
with lived religion’s focus on the everyday lives of non-experts as a fertile ground for the
practices, narratives, and relationships of religious world-making. I also contend that the
world-making of popular arts, like the world-making of lived religion, is not a secondary
byproduct of a primary source, but a site of knowledge production in its own right.
Popular culture can offer a site—and a time—for commentary and critique, analysis and
interpretation, and the articulation and re-articulation of lived experience in the “real
world.” This occurs not only through identification with characters, narratives, or worlds,
but also through disidentification—which is neither exclusively the act of creators, nor of
audiences, but lives within a Muñozian “shuffling back and forth” that circulates meaning
and power between and among creators and audiences.
In this project, I apply and extend Muñoz’s disidentification theory 1) to a more
direct focus on the times as an aspect of lived experience and performative identity, 2) to
mainstream popular culture, and 3) to the study of lived religion. I treat performative
anachronism as a disidentificatory strategy within the world-making of popular culture.
This is exemplified by time travel, when the performative anachronism of the characteras-time-traveler allows audiences-as-time-travelers to disidentify with the times.
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Performative anachronism, as a disidentificatory response to the times, enables
knowledge production by influencing the perspectives through which people analyze,
interpret and produce knowledge of the world. Dinshaw’s expanded now, as well as M.
Jacqui Alexander’s argument for taking seriously the “subordinated knowledges” of
marginalized human bodies,11 suggest that being out of time can facilitate a knowing and
acting out of time in the expanded now of time travel. Characters and audiences may
disidentify with the other pasts or futures (re)presented on the screen; or, as a result of
“visiting” other times, characters and audiences may disidentify with their own times.
Without claiming that the times of rich white guys have lost their power or
presence in popular culture, I further contend that the insights born from the positionality
of being, knowing and acting out of time can resist cultural hegemony through the worldmaking of popular arts. This can take place through an audience embrace of filmic,
televisual, or theatrical worlds that perform resistance to hegemonic frameworks of race,
gender, and sexuality, or through a Muñozian disidentification with hegemonic worlds.
Especially in time travel stories, this disidentification is closely linked to religious
questions of teleology expressed as sacred history and as destiny. It is precisely such
teleological constructions of time—and teleology’s attendant questions of whose history
and whose destiny are sacred—which time travel may uphold, destabilize, or reclaim. I
now turn to a fuller discussion of how time travel poses and ponders these questions.
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A Brief History of Time Travel
For centuries, time travel narratives have offered examples of performative
anachronism and felt asynchrony. Time travel stories have antecedents in the myth and
literature of a number of cultures, such as the Hindu epic the Mahabharata, in which
Kakudmi returns from a heavenly meeting with Brahma to find that “epochs have passed
and everyone he knew is dead,” as well as the Japanese tale of Urashima Tarō and
Washington Irving’s Rip van Winkle, two fellow accidental travelers into the future.12
The industrial revolution, coupled with the approach of the twentieth century,
inspired the narrative invention of the time machine as a product of modern technology
and led to the popularization of the time travel genre, often thought to originate with
British author H.G. Wells in his 1895 novella “The Time Machine.”13 Already in 1881,
however, American author Edward Page Mitchell’s “The Clock That Ran Backwards”
emphasized the potential for time travel to affect historical events, as two nineteenthcentury American time travelers come to play a pivotal role in the 1574 siege of Leiden.14
Mark Twain’s 1889 A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court also sent a nineteenthcentury man back in time, to medieval England, to offer a comedic and critical look back
at pre-modern Europe through the perspective of American modernity.15
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The enduring popularity of time travel in popular culture throughout the twentieth
and early twenty-first centuries has prompted a number of academic studies focused on
the draw of this genre for audiences. Sean Redmond posits time travel television as “a
spectacular temporal and spatial alternative to the routine of everyday life, the regulation
of television scheduling, and the small-world confines of domestic subjectivity.”16 For
Edward Lerner, time travel taps into the instinctive human desire to “do-over” certain
aspects of the past and to imagine the future.17 Ryan Wasserman argues that time travel
paradoxes raise questions of ontology, causation, chance, freedom, fatalism, and moral
responsibility (all, incidentally, questions grounded in teleological views of time).18 For
David Wittenberg, time travel acts as a “laboratory” for interrogating narrativity itself.19
In the 2010s, time travel featured in films such as Hot Tub Time Machine (2010),
Midnight in Paris (2011), Source Code (2011), Looper (2012), About Time (2013), Edge
of Tomorrow (2014), Interstellar (2014), Mr. Peabody and Sherman (2014),
Predestination (2014), Terminator: Genisys and Dark Fate (2015 and 2019), X-Men:
Days of Future Past (2014), Deadpool 2 (2018), and See You Yesterday (2019). Time
travel similarly appeared on television in series such as Haven (2010-2015), Continuum
(2012-2015), Sleepy Hollow (2013-2017), The Librarians (2014-2018), Outlander
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(2014-), 12 Monkeys (2015-2018), Best Friends Whenever (2015-2016), 11.22.63 (2016),
D.C.’s Legends of Tomorrow (2016-), Dirk Gently’s Holistic Detective Agency (20162017), Frequency (2016-2017), Timeless (2016-2018), Future Man (2017-2020), Making
History (2017), Doctor Who (2018-), Russian Doll (2019-), and Undone (2019-).20
These examples, encompassing blockbusters and indie films, long-running
television series and shows canceled after a season or two, consistently demonstrate that
time travel has inherently political, as well as personal, dimensions. Time travel’s role in
making, remaking, or unmaking the times is no less characteristic of the genre than the
time machine. To the extent that time travel navigates, (re)visits, or reorders time in order
to “rewrite history and begin anew… [to] ‘set the record straight’ and determine what
really happened at a particular moment in time… [or to] correct the past, to ‘right a
wrong,’” it is operating politically, as a form of world-making.21 Even in time travel
narratives that do not explicitly take aim at established historical timelines, the paradoxes
and ethical concerns of time travel—concerned with the possible effects of travel to the
past or future—often make the case that the personal is political. The political further
becomes religious when it protects or problematizes what is “meant” to happen.
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As anachronistic visitors, time travelers experience and analyze other times
through the lens of their own times and make performative choices that arise from the
embodied positionality of being out of time. Audiences are invited to consider the times
depicted on screen through the vantage point of these time-traveling characters, and also
through the vantage point of the times in which audiences are themselves situated.22
Audiences often prove adept at navigating this temporal multiplicity in order to recognize
how their own times shape their point of view and to identify ways in which past times—
even rendered as fiction—speak meaningfully into their own.
One instance of this is when the world-making of time travel maps the aesthetic,
narrative and performative contours of real historical times that have contributed to the
marginalization of bodies “out of time.” In what follows, I examine two case studies of
this kind of time travel: Outlander’s treatment of racial and gender inequality in the
colonial Americas, and Doctor Who’s utopian retelling of the story of Rosa Parks. I argue
that the world-making of these examples and their audiences reflects and shapes the
world-making of the American imagined community and the place of gender, race and
sexuality in American times. Furthermore, because time travel on the part of audiences,
as well as characters, so often frames the times in terms of destiny or progress toward a
teleological goal, I argue that this temporal navigation also acts religiously.
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Past and Presentism in Outlander
All created worlds have an origin; and the genesis of the Starz original television
series Outlander (2014-present), adapted from Diana Gabaldon’s best-selling novels, was
a “practice novel” that Gabaldon began in the late 1980s. As Gabaldon explains, the time
travel of Outlander is rooted in the anachronistic behavior of her protagonist, Claire:
I had meant Outlander to be a straight historical novel; but when I
introduced Claire… she wouldn’t cooperate. Dougal [another character]
asked her who she was, and without my stopping to think who she should
be, she drew herself up, stared belligerently at him and said “Claire
Elizabeth Beauchamp. And who the hell are you?” She promptly took over
the story and began telling it herself, making smart-ass modern remarks
about everything. At which point I shrugged and said, “Fine… go ahead
and be modern, and I’ll figure out how you got there later.” So the time
travel was all her fault.23
Published in 1991, Outlander opens in Scotland in 1946, where Claire, a former
combat nurse, is enjoying a second honeymoon after the end of the war. Claire accidently
travels back in time through a circle of standing stones to 1743 Scotland, where she meets
and eventually marries Jamie Fraser, a Highland Scot. Seven additional novels in the
Outlander series, published from 1992-2014, continue the story of Jamie and Claire and
further travel through the stones between the eighteenth and twentieth centuries. The
literary world of Outlander, including the eight novels as well as an assortment of related
novellas and companion guides, boasts more than twenty-eight million copies in print in
at least 23 languages. All eight novels have reached the New York Times bestseller list,
and Gabaldon is also planning two additional novels for the series, one of which is
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currently in production.24 Fans interact with one another on blogs, fan sites, and social
media pages; and many enjoy a robust interactive relationship with author Gabaldon on
her own website and on social media platforms.25
In October 2013, the Starz cable network announced that it would produce
Outlander as an original scripted drama adapted from Gabaldon’s novels. Carol Donelan
attributes this decision to the network’s desire to “broaden its subscriptions and move out
of third place behind HBO and Showtime… [and] capitalize on the ‘lack of femaleskewing programs in the premium space,’” goals met when Outlander’s record-setting
premiere in August 2014 drew 3.7 million viewers, sustained a 59% female audience, and
helped Starz surpass Showtime in subscriber numbers in the fourth quarter of that year.26
Outlander’s built-in fan base made it a logical choice to achieve these goals, as the Starz
network made clear in a 2013 press release confirming the greenlighting of the series: the
press release emphasizes the “best-selling” pedigree of the books, and showrunner Ron
Moore twice cites Gabaldon’s “millions of fans” as the target audience for the series.27
This link between readers of the books and viewers of the series has several
important ramifications. First, online audience discussion of the series over its past five
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seasons (2014-2020) often focuses on issues of adaptation from the novels. Many viewers
who are also readers acknowledge that their reactions to casting, plot, dialogue, and other
aspects of the Starz series are shaped by their prior readership. Additionally, Gabaldon
has remained an active consultant on the Starz series, scripted two of the episodes, and
appeared in a season one cameo as a minor character.28 Accordingly, viewers often
identify Gabaldon, in praise or critique, as the primary creator of the Outlander world.
Gabaldon has openly shared her own world-making process with fans on her
website and in two large companion guides to the world of Outlander. As Gabaldon’s
above description of Claire makes clear, Outlander engages in world-making that accepts
and centers the performative anachronism of a woman who acts “out of time” within the
cultural setting of the eighteenth-century Scottish Highlands. Though Claire Randall is a
character willfully created and voiced by Gabaldon, the author considers her protagonist
to be in some sense driving the action and the very building of the world she is creating.
Claire’s embodied modernity, and the temporal dissonance it creates, prompts Gabaldon
to weave time travel into her fictional world in order to explain her protagonist’s failure
(or refusal) to conform to gendered social norms of the times. From the author’s
perspective, Claire is not out of time because she is a time traveler; she becomes a time
traveler because she acts performatively out of time.
As a result, Claire’s point of view allows Outlander, unlike a purely historical
novel, to filter its depiction of the times through the perspective of modern characters for
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the benefit of a modern audience. Claire’s temporal performativity offers a lens through
which readers/viewers can not only be immersed in a historical past, but are also invited,
through their identification with Claire, to interpret this world through the lens of their
own times. The performative anachronism of Outlander’s time travelers is often
employed as a means of addressing social and cultural norms of the past, particularly as
these norms pertain to gender, race, and sexuality. As the later volumes/seasons of
Outlander bring Claire, Jamie, and their children to colonial North Carolina, Outlander
becomes an American story, placing its protagonists—both contemporaries and
twentieth-century time travelers—in contact with enslaved Black Americans and Native
Americans, as well as some of the major events and figures of the Revolutionary War.
The world of Outlander—as created and experienced in the books, television
series, and participatory fan culture—is expansive and prolific. Accordingly, previous
scholarship on Outlander has taken wide-ranging approaches to the series: analyzing it as
an example of art created by and for a female gaze; as a politicized historical piece whose
sympathy to the Jacobite movement may have affected its distribution in the UK; and as
an entertaining account of the history of medicine, to cite just a few examples.29
My area of focus will be Outlander’s treatment of issues of difference related to
gender, race, and sexuality, particularly in relation to those bodies and identities most
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restricted and marginalized within its times. I offer a brief narrative analysis of the
character of Claire, and then turn to online audience discussions of the Starz Outlander
series following the show’s third-season shift to the colonial Americas as its primary
narrative setting. Within this area, I pay particular attention to how audiences react to and
interpret Outlander’s depictions of gender and race in America’s colonial past, and wider
reflections on how the times of the past should be viewed from the present.
Having read the eight novels and watched the five seasons (so far) of the show, I
contend that Claire’s temporal performance can be read through the lens of gender as an
example of Muñozian disidentification. As a woman alone in the eighteenth century,
without the protection of identified family members, Claire might choose to identify with
the times in which she finds herself, fully acquiescing to this patriarchal system.
Alternatively, she might counter-identify—a direct rejection of the times which could,
and at times does, endanger her life (early on, for example, she is nearly burned as a
witch). Ultimately, I argue, Claire most often disidentifies with the eighteenth-century.
While she marries Jamie for protection and dresses in period-appropriate clothing, she
also insists on using her medical skills to treat patients, even when this non-normative
role endangers her. Claire continues to voice her opinions freely and to curse (often using
the anachronistic “Jesus H. Roosevelt Christ”); and Claire and Jamie form a highly
egalitarian partnership, both in their sexual relationship and in their decision-making.
Through a disidentificatory relationship to eighteenth-century times, Claire
maintains agency and finds fulfillment. Given the choice, Claire decides to remain with
Jamie in the past, claiming and fully inhabiting this past as her present and future—while
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still maintaining the modern perspective she acquired from times yet to come. Yet
Claire’s vulnerable status as a woman still also intersects with privileges she enjoys as a
white/British and heterosexual/married subject whose spouse owns property, granting her
a privileged status relative to other characters, who are often narratively subjugated to the
concerns of Claire and her family.30 Questions of Claire’s privileges and vulnerabilities in
relation to the times are, as I will show, noted and discussed by audiences.
If Claire’s overall relationship to the past is one of disidentification, what of the
audience that experiences the world of Outlander primarily through her perspective? The
question of how Outlander’s audience should view and judge history, as presented within
the world of Outlander through the lens of the time travelers’ temporal performativity
within it, demonstrates the connection between the world-making of Outlander and the
world-making of imagined community. While both Claire and time travel are fictional
inventions, the world of Outlander is built within real historical settings; the characters
react to and participate in real-life places and times.
Moreover, audiences respond to the world-making of Outlander in full knowledge
that this world has been deliberately fashioned, peopled, and plotted; their discussions of
Outlander are often as much about the making of the Outlander world (narrative and
adaptive choices, dialogue, casting, and performance) as about the content. Fantastical
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elements aside, Outlander is recognized as a version of this world, the history of the
United States, another world imagined and made through narrative and performance.
The cultural significance of Outlander thus lies not only in the world-making
within the show, but also in the world-making of production, distribution, and reception.
One example of this is viewer recognition of cultural shifts pertaining to the 2010s Starz
adaptation of source material that dates from the 1990s, especially in its treatment of
gender, race, and sexuality. Lauren Sarner notes that the show’s presentation of a
“relationship [between Claire and Jamie] fraught with gender mores from two different
centuries”—is only one way in which time and the times shape this televisual adaptation;
equally important is the way the show navigates how “the larger cultural conversation
around consent and its depiction in fiction has changed in the decades between the books
and the show.”31 Katherine Byrne and Julie Anne Taddeo also address this in their
analysis of “Outlander’s pre- and post-#MeToo rape narratives,”32 and the effects of this
movement on audience interpretation of Outlander’s depictions of sexual assault.
One example of this is the season 5 finale, in which Claire is abducted and raped
by a gang of white male settlers. The episode was preceded by a content warning from
actor Sam Heughan. Kayla Kumari Upadhyaya’s review of this episode for AV Club
garnered 220 comments, among which are the following excerpts:

31

Lauren Sarner, “Outlander Gets Right What Game of Thrones Got Wrong About Rape and Consent on
TV,” The Daily Beast, Oct. 2, 2017, https://du.idm.oclc.org/login?url=https://search-proquestcom.du.idm.oclc.org/docview/1945378566?accountid=14608.
32

Katherine Byrne and Julie Anne Taddeo, “Calling #TimesUp on the TV Period Drama Rape Narrative,”
Critical Studies in Television: The International Journal of Television Studies 14, no. 3 (2019): 379-98

113

Kilter: I think it’s a reasonable assumption that Diana Gabaldon has a
rape fetish.
Past-aid: … men, for the most part, are the ones distorting Diana
Gabaldon’s novels through Ronald D. Moore’s adaptation and then doing
violence to her reputation via Starz’s PR campaigns… So these mostly
men want credit for warning viewers that what they are presenting, which
sensationalizes Gabaldon’s work in ways she never intended, is only there
because they found it in the books. The fault is all hers, the glory all theirs.
We’ve heard this story before.
Elsa: I’ve read… that Gabaldon’s (at least initial) intention was to
highlight the real danger it was to simply be a woman every day in
previous centuries. I think from a women’s studies perspective you could
come at this from so many angles—from the historical accuracy, to what
Gabaldon’s perception of history from her perch in the 3rd-wave-feminist
1990s says about the various improvements to the female state. But that’s
not where this TV series is, and in fact, it seems to be ignoring that it does
not exist in a 1980s/90s bodice-ripper vacuum. Instead, this is a “prestige”
show in 2020, in a post-Weinstein/#MeToo society.
CompanyB: The fake moral outrage here is truly pathetic… Can
someone please clarify specifically why rape is such an issue on this show
and in pretty much every other show these days? It can’t be about moral
outrage because lots of immoral activity happens on this show without
viewers batting an eye, such as murder… So please don’t use the excuse
that “rape is bad.” We all know that. Bad things happen. That’s life. Life
isn’t a safe space. Get over yourselves… [Gabaldon] never acts like rape
is acceptable or sexy or anything close to that… so what exactly is it that
is so wrong? I think I know the answer and it’s all too obvious.
POLITICS. Women’s bodies are being used as political footballs these
days and you’re all cashing in on it like a bunch of political
opportunists.33
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The various responses presented here make apparent that these viewers are not
passively receiving a narrative but are actively participating in the “shuffling back and
forth” of production and reception in the world-making of the show. They are responding
not only to the content they have seen, but also to how this content is produced and
distributed, how it is shaped by and reflective of certain times, and how issues of gender
and power pertain to this cycle of production, distribution, and viewership as well as to
the times of the past and present. The political ramifications of a story told from the
setting of the eighteenth century, through 1990s novelization, into 2010s “postWeinstein/#MeToo society” is not lost on these spectators.
Some bring a theoretical lens to bear on their analysis (such as Elsa), while others
claim an authority bestowed by the longevity or avidity of their fan commitment—like
CompanyB, who elsewhere expresses disgust for commenters who “NEVER” post except
to “complain,” implying that true fans do not critique, and critique is not true fandom.
Many viewers also cite Gabaldon’s authorial intent in opposition to or alongside the
question of audience reception, as we see in Elsa’s expectations for a “prestige” show in
the “post Weinstein/#Metoo society,” Past-Aid’s claim of sexism perpetrated by the
allegedly male-dominated Starz network toward Gabaldon, or CompanyB’s use of
politically-charged terms such as “fake moral outrage,” “safe space,” and “political
footballs” to claim that “POLITICS” is the impetus for viewer critiques.
These comments also raise the wider question of how audiences situated in the
times of a certain present view and interpret the earlier times of history. This is the
subject of an article by Angela Hickey on fan site Outlandercast.com that cautions
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Outlander audiences against “presentism,” the interpretive act of “judging past actions by
today’s standards, maintaining an unrealistic adherence to present-day attitudes, or…
interpret[ing] past events in terms of modern values and concepts.”34 Hickey cites
Gabaldon’s own expressed critique of presentism as “a disposition to judge all literature
by the narrow standards of present time and present culture… based on a failure to
acknowledge that any time other than the present has actually existed.”35 For Hickey,
presentism is a “roadblock” for fans who “judge these characters based on 21st century
culture and norms… [and] observe rather than immerse,” which “impairs the true joy of
historical fiction.” Such impairment, Hickey asserts, may affect spectatorship or
production, as presentism drives Starz producers to “give a PC ‘cleanse’ to the book
material” in anticipation of audience expectations.36
Hickey’s assessment rests on several operating assumptions, including the
implication that any critical interpretation of Outlander’s representation of earlier times
has in some way missed the point; “immersion,” not critique, is the goal. This stands in
opposition to the work of scholars such as bell hooks, who argue that an oppositional (or
disidentificatory) gaze on the part of viewers can be a powerfully revealing spectatorial
position, one that at times is necessary for viewers whose subjectivity is marginalized,
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fetishized, or erased on the screen.37 It also contrasts to Gabaldon’s own description of
Claire’s characterization—her insistence on “making smart-ass modern remarks about
everything”—and the ways that Claire’s positionality as a time traveler directly invites an
audience response to the times that is more disidentification than uncritical immersion.
The danger of the “presentism” argument can be seen in Hickey’s reading of an
Outlander scene set in 1950s Boston, in which Claire enrolls in medical school and
befriends Joe Abernathy, a fellow medical student who is Black. In the scene, both Claire
and Joe are ostracized by the rest of their entering class (all white men). Hickey advises:
We should maybe feel sadness about how women and people of color
were treated at that time… However, the people in the class were acting
normal for that time. That’s the point. Claire and Joe were breaking new
ground, entering a profession in the ’50s not welcoming to women or
people of color. While the class reaction may sadden us, we are also
inspired. We discover why they bonded as two outlanders, and it teaches
us how far we have come. However, it IS period accurate. These were not
horrific people; they were not all vile racists and misogynists. It showed
the typical attitudes and culture of the time.38
Hickey, a white woman, offers her own reading of this scene as a model for an
interpretation that avoids what she calls “the pitfalls of presentism.” It is unlikely that
Hickey is responding here only to the world of Outlander. The white characters whose
behavior she excuses as “normal” and “period accurate” are extras in the scene; other
than the white male professor who sardonically notes the “modern” presence of Claire
and Joe in the class, none of the other characters utter a single word. It is telling that
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Hickey, possessing no information on these white characters other than visual and verbal
evidence of their marginalizing behavior toward a Black man and a white woman,
nevertheless feels compelled to insist that these white men should not be characterized as
“horrific” or as “all vile racists or misogynists” because of their normality within the
times. Add to this Hickey’s allusion to “how far we’ve come,” and her response can be
taken to refer more broadly to the imagined community of the American past: to real
white people who cannot be judged as “vile racists and misogynists,” regardless of actual
behavior, insofar as they were performing “the typical attitudes and culture of the time.”
In Hickey’s reading, white performances of prejudice, as the actions of people of
their times, helpfully illustrate “how far we’ve come” but do not otherwise merit critique;
as trail-blazers ahead of their times, Claire and Joe can be a source of inspiration but do
not have the right to expect or demand more than sexism and racism. This argument
against “presentism” thus ultimately functions as an excuse for the white supremacism of
the past, and a means of shoring up white supremacist structures in the present. It is a
defense of whiteness, couched in a defense of historical accuracy, that delegitimates
critical readings of the past by declaring them anachronistic, and therefore inauthentic.
Where historical narratives expose past injustices, “we” (the audience) are allowed to feel
sad—but only so long as we also feel inspired and grateful for how far we’ve come.39
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Jonita Davis, a self-professed Outlander fan who blogs at BlackGirlNerds.com,
offers an alternative hermeneutical approach. In addressing the depiction and treatment of
people of color within the world of Outlander, Davis praises season four’s “bold and
encouraging choice” to show the “harsh reality of America’s founding,” for example
through the imagery of a “crowd of white angry faces screaming” that for Davis evokes
“the imagery of white angry faces in Charlottesville, carrying torches and screaming
hatred… Same concept, just several generations later.”40 At the same time, Davis notes
examples of Claire’s white privilege, and she critiques stereotypical, one-dimensional
portrayals of characters of color as vehicles for Claire’s own growth or righteousness.
This critique is hardly presentism, although Hickey might label it as such. Davis
does not ask Outlander to represent colonial America as post-racial or avoid addressing
the harsh realities of the past; she does not ask Outlander to change history. She does,
however, raise the question of how these stories of history should be told, given our
knowledge of how deeply white supremacist views shaped the making of American
history in the first place, justifying slavery and the genocide of Native peoples.
In a season-end reflection, Davis considers her position as a Black viewer:
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Throughout each episode, I sought a reason for the reckless abandon that
the writers and showrunners used in portraying the POC characters.
Finding none, I wrote about the dissonance, the racial deafness, the utter
White nonsense that seemed to propel the season forward… Each review
was met with fierce defense by the white middle-aged people that occupy
most of the Outlander fan space. However, I also heard something else,
voices that seemed to pick up steadily throughout the season. They were
the voices of Black women who came to the series as fans and were now
feeling betrayed by their own fandom… You can respect the talent but still
have issues with the human behind it. Black people have been living with
this concept for centuries… Because we had to deal with our famous faves
being “racist” long before the word carried negative connotations in White
America. We can tap our feet to the music, or spend a rainy day enjoying
the words, all the while remembering that this beautiful piece of art was
created by a flawed, human creator. The two can be separated.41
Davis’s reflection exemplifies hooks’ theory of the oppositional spectatorship of Black
women contending with art created for a white/male gaze. Davis examines her critical
spectatorship in relation to what could be called a “white women’s gaze”—both in the
character of Claire, and in the white women who dominate Outlander’s audience.42
Davis’ self-reflexive analysis of her own viewership, along with her consideration
of the ongoing discussions and arguments in the comments section of her reviews, also
speaks to how audiences-as-time-travelers might disidentify with the historical worlds
portrayed in Outlander and similar narratives. Like the reader of Fanon who learns from
Fanon’s insights on subject formation within systems of colonialism while pushing back
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against his misogynistic and queerphobic tendencies, Davis describes a disidentificatory
process of gleaning beauty and enjoyment from art while still noting the racism of the
artist. This is not an act of naivé or willful ignorance of reality; it is neither identification
nor counter-identification. Rather, it is an act of resistance through disidentification, in
which Davis claims the right to participate in and enjoy arts and imagined worlds created
for an/other dominant gaze. By reclaiming fandom as a critical endeavor, and critique as
authentic fandom, Davis engages in truth-telling enabled by her situated knowledge of
the world, and the times, in which the characters and stories of Outlander come to life.
The marked contrast in the interpretive conclusions of Hickey and Davis is just
one example of the complexity of the interlinked operations of hegemonic power and
anti-hegemonic resistance in popular cultural worlds, a complexity fueled in part by the
active role of audiences. Does the time travel of Outlander offer an accurate window into
the American past, including American racism and sexism? If so, is the show a critical
interrogation of this past, a justification of “the way things were,” or perhaps an attempt
at the first that ultimately results in the latter? Rather than address these questions by
attempting to ascertain a singular, correct interpretation of Outlander—what I think the
show is really saying and doing—I contend that the interpretive dissonance found in the
responses of Outlander’s viewers is itself important, and perhaps a more fruitful avenue
of study. The differences lend credence to my argument that the ways in which creators
and audiences relate to the times of an onscreen world are shaped in part by the situated
knowledge produced by their performative relationship to their own times.
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While Hickey’s polemic against presentism, which also serves as a defense of
racism and sexism as “normal” for the times, suggests her identification (or overidentification) with the white patriarchal world seen on screen, Davis’s critical reclaiming
of Outlander fandom can be seen as a disidentificatory approach. Davis not only
disidentifies with the past American times of slavery and manifest destiny that Outlander
portrays; but as a spectator and fan, she also disidentifies with Outlander as a production
of her times, one that in some places reifies the persistent racism and sexism of the times
in which it is made. Davis further grounds her disidentification in the shared times in
which she views and discusses Outlander with others—particularly other viewers of
color, whose feelings of being “betrayed by their own fandom” led them to express
solidarity in a shared critical/oppositional gaze.
Rosa Parks and the Doctor: Temporal Performativity in Doctor Who
The British time-travel series Doctor Who first aired on the BBC from 1963-1989,
and was rebooted in 2005. As of this writing, fifteen years into its new incarnation,
Doctor Who is still producing and airing new episodes. The iconic blue police box known
as the TARDIS, which whisks the Doctor and the Doctor’s companions through time and
space, can be found on clothing, collectibles, and other merchandise; and the world (or, in
this case, the universe) of Doctor Who is a recurring feature of international Comic-Cons
and other fan conventions, worldwide and in the United States.43
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It could be argued that any discussion of popular time travel narratives in the
twenty-first century ought to contend with the longevity and cultural iconicity of Doctor
Who. In fact, the series is no stranger to the academy: it has been the subject of a number
of book and article-length scholarly treatments, including in the field of religious
studies.44 Many of these delve deeply into the intricacies of narrative arcs, overarching
themes, and minute details of the nearly sixty-year-old series.
Therefore, it is worth asking: what is left to do with Doctor Who? Additionally,
since my project centers on the American context in the 2010s, why this British series—
and why an episode that largely takes place in 1955? In addition to Doctor Who’s
enduring cultural significance in the U.S., the most recent iteration of the series (2018present) has more directly addressed issues of gender, race, and sexuality through the
casting of the first female Doctor and her multiracial team, as well as the hiring of the
first Black staff writer in the history of the show. On- and offscreen, this intersectional
turn in Doctor Who is largely absent from existing studies, which largely pre-date it.
The greater visibility of women, BIPOC and/or queer people in these seasons of
Doctor Who does not present gender, race, and sexuality as existing in a social or
temporal vacuum; rather, in many cases, these identities are made integral to the
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narrative. The significance of this shift in the world-making of the series is apparent in a
2018 episode, “Rosa,” which presents the story of American Civil Rights leader Rosa
Parks through the perspective of the Doctor and her team as they find themselves out of
place and “out of time” in segregation-era Alabama.45 For the purposes of this project, I
limit my analysis of Doctor Who to a close visual and narrative reading of this episode. I
consider the performative anachronism of the Doctor, her companions, and real-life
historical figure Rosa Parks in this pivotal event of American history, and I examine
audience responses to the episode and its intersections with “real” American times.
“Rosa” first aired in October 2018 and was co-written by Chris Chibnall (a white
male screenwriter and the current showrunner) and Malorie Blackman, a British writer of
African descent who is recognized as the first Black writer in the nearly sixty years of the
series.46 “Rosa” is the third episode featuring Jodie Whittaker as the thirteenth Doctor.
Whittaker’s Doctor presents as a white British female in her 30s, with blonde bobbed hair
and androgynous attire (a grey and black overcoat, striped multicolored jersey over a
white undershirt, loose mid-calf trousers, and suspenders). The Doctor’s companions, all
British, are Graham (male, 60s, white with grey hair), Ryan (male, 20s, Black, the
grandson of Graham) and Yaz (female, 20s, of Pakistani descent).

45

Doctor Who, season 11, episode 3, “Rosa,” directed by Mark Tonderai, written by Malorie Blackman and
Chris Chibnall, aired October 21, 2018, on BBC One.
46

Charlotte Eyre, “Malorie Blackman Joins Doctor Who TV Writing Team,” The Bookseller, Aug. 21,
2018, https://www.thebookseller.com/news/malorie-blackman-joins-doctor-who-writing-team-847751.

124

“Rosa” opens on an overhead camera shot of an American flag atop a flagpole on
an evening street, on which a series of 1940s-era automobiles are driving. A gospel singer
sings: “I woke up this morning with my mind stayed on freedom.” A caption appears on
the screen: Montgomery, Alabama, 1943. The camera pans across the street and comes to
rest on an overhead view of a city bus and a Black woman waiting to board. Panning
down from above the woman’s head to behind her, the camera presents the viewer with
the woman’s point of view, watching the bus doors open. As the woman boards, her face
is revealed to the audience for the first time. As the episode’s title hints, and as the
audience will learn, this is Rosa Parks. As Parks steps onto the bus, the camera notes—as
through Parks’ eyes—the white male bus driver, looking straight ahead. Only when Parks
deposits her fare and boards does the driver, glancing at the rearview mirror, notice that
she is Black. The episode’s first line of dialogue comes from the driver, who exclaims:
“Hey, you! You don’t go that way. That way is not for coloreds.”
Parks calmly retorts that the back entrance is blocked by other passengers, but the
driver roughly takes her arm and pulls her toward the front door. Parks’ handbag falls to
the floor, and as the camera speed slows—highlighting the significance of the action—
Parks sits in a seat marked “White” in order to retrieve her bag, provoking audible
murmurs from the other passengers. The camera resumes normal speed as it cuts to the
astonished expression of the driver and his belligerent shouts to her to exit the bus. Parks
relents, disembarking and heading for the rear doors, only for the driver to slam the doors
shut, ignoring her pleas to stop, and pull away from the curb. A wide shot frames Parks
on the street, her gaze uplifted toward the American flag; the scene fades to black.
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This opening scene from “Rosa” offers a series of visual and auditory cues that
work citationally to situate the episode in place and time. This spatial and temporal
scene-setting is accomplished not only through captioning, but also through a mise-enscène that includes the U.S. flag, period-specific cars and clothing, and musical cues. In
the next scene, after a title card reading “Twelve Years Later—1955,” the camera opens
on the Alabama license plate of a 1950s-style police cruiser, driving down the street to a
doo-wop soundtrack.
The events of these opening scenes build on their aesthetic cues by introducing
the realities of the social and political contours of these times: segregated busing, the
threat of state-sanctioned physical violence by white people against Black people, and the
introduction of Rosa Parks as a significant character whose words and actions indicate a
willingness to challenge the status quo. The closing shot of the first scene, framing Rosa
facing the American flag and looking upward as the violin-led score swells, suggests her
as a heroic figure—either representing or confronting the United States.
As the episode unfolds, the Doctor and her team encounter Krasco, a white
supremacist who has come from the distant future to disrupt an imminent historical event:
Parks’ refusal to give up her seat to a white passenger and her subsequent arrest, which
served as a catalyst for the Montgomery bus boycotts. The Doctor and her companions
successfully intervene to stop Krasco, ensuring that history proceeds according to plan.
When the crucial moment arrives, the Doctor, Graham, and Yaz discover that they have
become integral to the event: the three must remain in the whites-only section of the bus
in order to make up the critical mass necessary for Parks to be asked to give up her seat.
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I argue that through the lens of time travel, “Rosa” provides a counterpoint to rich
white guys’ history by representing another kind of sacralized American story: that of the
courageous, individual American hero who, like the time travelers, is ahead of her time.
Whether this historicization ultimately challenges or reifies rich white guys’ history is a
question worth asking, and I attend to it in the course of this analysis. I do, however,
contend that overall, the performative anachronism of “Rosa” invites disidentification
with American history, on the part of its characters and of its audiences. I identify
performative anachronism operating in three ways in “Rosa”: in the performances of the
Doctor’s team, out of time in 1955 Montgomery; in the character of Parks herself as
someone ahead of her time; and in the ways that the 21st-century audience is invited to
view the 1950s American south in contrast and connection to present times. In the course
of this analysis, I also address the functions of destiny and of sacred history.
As noted above, two of the Doctor’s companions—Ryan and Yaz—are people of
color; and both the blackness of Ryan and the brownness of Yaz are central to “Rosa.”47
As the team emerges from the TARDIS onto a leafy Montgomery sidewalk, a white
woman walking ahead of them with a white male companion drops a glove. Bending to
pick up the glove, Ryan then taps the woman on her shoulder to get her attention. Her
companion turns and slaps him across the face, yelling at him to “get your filthy Black
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hands off my wife.” As Yaz—a police officer in her time—attempts to intervene, the man
asks if he is her “boy,” only to hear from Graham that Ryan is his grandson. Incredulous,
the man looks from Graham to Ryan and declares, “You ain’t from around here.”
This discursive assessment—you ain’t from around here—is made on the basis of
two counts: Ryan’s actions, and the dissonance of a white man acknowledging and
claiming a Black man as his grandson. Despite more obvious markers of the team’s
foreignness to this context, such as their style of dress and their British dialects, no
reference is made to these differences. It is the performative comportment of the group
that hails them as out of place in this place and time. This interpellation is echoed, more
sympathetically, by Parks herself, who appears on the scene and defuses the conflict.
Afterwards, Parks admonishes the team for their risky behavior, citing the recent
lynching of Emmett Till. The Doctor’s response—“we’re from out of town”—attempts to
frame their non-normative performance in spatial terms. This does not deter Parks, who
impresses upon the team that the power of place is secondary to the power of the times:
PARKS. So was Emmett Till. On vacation from the north. Couple of
words to a white woman in Mississippi, and the next thing, they
find his body in the river. You want that to be you?
Throughout the episode, each of the four time travelers experiences a different
kind of interpellation according to the positionality of their embodied identity vis-à-vis
the times. In one scene, Ryan and Yaz hide from the local police in an alley behind a
whites-only motel, while Graham and the Doctor remain within to distract the white male
officer (Mason) who is looking for them. Crouched in the alley, Ryan and Yaz take stock
of where, and when, they are:
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RYAN. I’m having to work so hard to keep my temper, every second here.
I could have slapped that guy back there as soon as we arrived.
Thank God, my nan taught me how to keep my temper. Never give
them the excuse.
YAZ. Yep. My dad tells me the same.
RYAN. Yeah, see? It’s not like Rosa Parks wipes out racism from the
world forever. Otherwise, how come I get stopped way more by
the police than my white mates?
YAZ. Oi—not this police.
RYAN. Tell me you don’t get hassle.
YAZ. Of course I do. Especially on the job. I get called a ‘Paki’ when I’m
sorting out a domestic, or a ‘terrorist’ on the way home from the
mosque. But they don’t win, those people. I can be a police officer
now because people like Rosa Parks fought those battles for me.
For us. And in 53 years they’ll have a Black president as leader.
Who knows where they’ll be 53 years after that? That’s proper
change.
In this exchange, Ryan and Yaz draw direct comparisons between the racism of
1950s Alabama and the ongoing racism of their own time and place. Their responses are
different, however. Yaz is more optimistic than Ryan; and when Ryan cites police
harassment as a primary example of the racism of current-day Britain, Yasmin counters
in a “not all police”-style argument.48 Yasmin’s brownness is hailed differently from
Ryan’s Blackness, in their own time as well as in segregation-era Alabama. Overall,
however, the discussion makes a case for the continuity of anti-black racism and white
supremacism from past to present and from the U.S. to the U.K.
Meanwhile, the whiteness of Graham and the Doctor facilitates a different kind of
disidentification, as evidenced by a conversation between the Doctor and Officer Mason:
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OFFICER MASON. You been making folks uneasy.
DOCTOR. How’ve we done that?
OFFICER MASON. Y’all happen to know a couple of, uh, mongrels?
Mm? Negro boy? Mexican girl?
DOCTOR (evenly). I don’t recognize anyone by that description.
OFFICER MASON. See, the Negro has been going around picking fights
with upstanding citizens. Now, you appreciate it’s an offense to
harbor coloreds in a room here.
DOCTOR. We’re not harboring anyone who doesn’t have a right to be
here.
Here, the Doctor neither accepts Officer Mason’s characterizations nor openly
defies him. More direct confrontation might endanger Yaz and Ryan and prevent the
team from accomplishing their mission; instead, the Doctor offers a disidentificatory act
of cooperation that is also an act of defiance. Similarly, on the night of Parks’ protest,
Graham realizes that his passive presence will force the issue of Parks giving up her seat;
and he accepts this role rather than attempt to take over the situation as hero or savior.
The performative anachronism of these time travelers, and the knowledge enabled
by their being out of time, offers them the opportunity to become a part of history as a
destined sequence of events. Their goal is to “to keep history in order… guarding it” from
the white supremacist Krasco, who says of Parks’ actions, “this is where things started to
go wrong.” Krasco aims to disrupt the smaller details of the event, since “history changes
when tiny things don’t go to plan.” Parks’ action on a certain date at a certain time is thus
constructed in “Rosa” as a transformative event necessary for a destined future, which
must be kept sacred, protected from the interference of white supremacy. This suggests
that human actions can deter or redirect the course of history, but only in conjunction
with teleology: history can “go wrong” or go right, according to a destined outcome.
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Presenting the future as “meant to be,” as a destiny time travelers may attempt to
derail or to guard, places history in a teleological framework that constructs Parks herself
as an agent of destiny, and even as a figurative time traveler. Parks’ involvement with the
Civil Rights movement puts her out of step with the times in which she lives. Her ability
to see the wrongness in the status quo, to envision an alternative possibility, and to enact
a de-segregated world that is not yet reality, suggests a future-oriented performativity that
renders Parks not just out of time, but ahead of her time—one who recognizes that “the
time is out of joint” and has the dubious honor of being “born to set it right.”
The temporal designation of being ahead of one’s time is often given to social
reformers and others who challenge the hegemonic status quo of their times. Although it
is typically used to compliment and even sacralize such figures, it is worth asking what is
happening in this discursive pronouncement. If Parks is ahead of her time, then to which
times—and to whose times—does she properly belong? Designating Parks’ temporal
performativity as a being and doing “ahead of her time” can, as with the anti-presentism
discussed in Outlander, rationalize or absolve the racism of whites as the actions of
people “of their time,” who therefore didn’t know any better. Both cases also imply a
present-day we, who can act as a sort of temporal arbiter to recognize the defects of the
past from the clarity of perspective afforded by our temporal distance, and by the
superiority of our times, which lie further along the timeline of human progress.
Pronouncing Rosa Parks a woman ahead of her time may thus reinforce
hegemonic constructions of the times by suggesting that she rightly belongs to her time’s
future—that is, to our own present times. This move allows 21st century white Americans
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(of which I am one) to lay claim to Parks, King, and other Civil Rights leaders as figures
who were in their times but are of our times. While we pat ourselves on the back for
knowing better than past white generations, we release our white forebears from
accountability and fail to recognize our own complicity in the ongoing perpetuation of
the same attitudes, actions and hegemonic systems. We condemn racism by calling it
“old-fashioned” or “backwards,” which denies its presence in the present.
To make the claim that past generations of white Americans cannot be held to
account for their racism, because their synchronicity with dominant attitudes of their
times proves that they “didn’t know any better,” requires that their contemporaries who
did know better, and were actively saying so, be temporally displaced as anachronisms
ahead of their time. Acknowledging Rosa Parks as fully synchronous with her own time,
as of her time, would mean confronting an uncomfortable truth: that white opposition to
the Civil Rights movement was a choice, not an inevitable result of the times. For the
most part, white contemporaries of Parks had both the capacity and the opportunity to
recognize the evil of white supremacism and to act accordingly (as, in fact, some white
allies did.) The potentially disruptive nature of this truth does not only apply to the past.
Not only could previous white generations have chosen to join what is sometimes called
the “right side of history,” white Americans face the same challenge and opportunity
today. As then, anti-racist work for white Americans today requires striving to recognize
and address ongoing racism, misogyny, heteronormativity, and other evils within our own
times, rather than shrugging at “the way things were”—or are.
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This is hard work. It is far easier for those of us who benefit from the structural
privileges of American hegemonies of race, gender, and sexuality to disempower agents
of resistance by valorizing them as ahead of their time: as people embodying and
performing truths to which we are not yet accountable, or even as sacred or semi-sacred
figures, whose example mere mortals cannot reasonably be expected to follow. In the
1960s, as an organizer of social protests against anti-Black racism as well as the Vietnam
War and structural poverty, Martin Luther King, Jr. was considered a dangerous radical
by the majority of white Americans. Today, as a statue, namesake of a federal holiday,
and source of inspirational quotes, King has largely been reconstructed by white America
as a nonviolent, non-threatening American hero who defeated racism.49 This construction
subsequently allows for the dismissal of ongoing claims of structural American racism as
products of the imagination or fabrication of people “playing the race card.”
Is this the ultimate effect of “Rosa”? To address this question, I turn to the
reception and analysis of this episode by its audiences.50 Overall, audience responses to
“Rosa” were largely positive: the episode scored 97% on Rotten Tomatoes and 7 out of
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10 stars on IMDB.51 A “first impressions” review by eight contributors to fan blog
Blogtor Who was unanimously complimentary; a BBC News article claimed that “Rosa”
had “received praise” from viewers and had “got people talking” about the real historical
events of Rosa Parks’ life.52
Several reviews of “Rosa” credited the episode’s success to screenwriter Malorie
Blackman, a Black woman who had previously tacked issues of race in speculative
fiction such as the series Noughts and Crosses. An October 22, 2018 tweet from
Blackman thanking “all who said they loved ‘Rosa’” and stating that her “fav comments
are those which say the episode opened a conversation with their children” garnered 790
retweets, 9,200 likes, and around 180 comments.53 One exchange in the comments to
Blackman’s tweet was between two American viewers. One, Amy the History Buff,
wrote, “Ma’am, I’m an Alabamian and this episode was too real for comfort—which is
exactly as it should be. Outstanding job.” A second commenter, Strongman, replied,
Well said even for just an American it was tough yet so important… I was
really worried how they would tackle such an important event… it was
perfect… such a powerful event it would bring a racist 7000 years in[to]
the past to do anything to stop [it]. Think about that message for a sec.54
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Both commenters juxtapose their responses as Americans with an assessment of
the realism and importance of the events it portrays. That Amy the History Buff declares
the episode’s depiction “too real,” rather than noting Alabama’s racial progress since the
1950s, suggests that she finds points of continuity between the world of “Rosa” and the
current world of Alabama as she knows it. Strongman invokes a kind of proprietary pride
and concern about how the British series would “tackle” this crucial event in U.S. history.
Another exchange was prompted by a white commenter, Matthew, who said, “It
made me feel deeply ashamed to be Caucasian @malorieblackman. It also made me cry
yet at the same time my heart swelled with pride at this brave woman’s struggle.55 Four
other users responded to this comment. Two urged the original commenter to channel this
response into continued anti-racist action: Joseph said, “Don’t be ashamed, we can’t help
the chance of birth. But be the difference!” Kai concurred:
Don’t be ashamed, be vocal. You don’t have any control over your
genetics, but you do have control over what you do with it. Listen,
participate, speak up and speak out to your friends. As a white male,
you’re in a position to reach people who wouldn’t listen to me.56
The other two responders took a different tack, dismissing the original comment
as unnecessary guilt. Kitty commented, “Don’t say that; you don’t have old fashioned
ideas. And if you feel badly the rotters are winning.” Peter wrote, “Be ashamed if you’re
racist but you’re not … be appalled at their actions, you sound like a good guy.” The first
two comments imply a structural understanding of privilege common to anti-racist work,
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in which Matthew is encouraged to acknowledge the privilege his whiteness affords him
and leverage the power of that privilege in order to “be the difference” and to “speak up
and speak out.” The second two comments portray racism as an individual position and
set of “old fashioned” ideas with which Matthew need not identify.
Notably, the comments of Kitty and Peter also contain directives about what
Matthew should and should not do: as a “good guy,” he may express dismay at the
actions of others, but he is also encouraged not to voice feelings of personal
responsibility and remorse—otherwise, “the rotters are winning.” Who the “rotters” may
be is unclear, as is how this unspecified group might benefit from Matthew’s feeling
badly. However, Kitty’s description of the episode’s racism as “old-fashioned” is a
temporal term that locates racist attitudes in the past; coupled with her admonition to
Matthew, we can interpret Kitty’s remark as an interpretation of the episode as a window
into a past (completed) reality rather than a present, ongoing one. This response echoes
some white accusations of current-day antiracist movements such as Black Lives Matter,
alleging that such movements, by naming racism as a present reality, speak it into being.
Kai also comments on the episode as a whole: “It was incredible. I was concerned
it would be another incident of a white savior, or watered down… It felt real.” Another
user compares “Rosa” to past Doctor Who treatments of race:
loved the episode!! there’s been who ep[isode]s set in the past that didn’t
really grapple properly or use the realities of the history for companions of
colour in the story as effectively. also you saw the doctor and graeme
really see their whiteness. best ep[isode] of the [season] so far.57
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Other audience responses to “Rosa” from viewers who identified as people of
color and/or queer took a more direct self-reflexive approach, explicitly discussing their
viewing of the episode from their social locations. One example is Tai Gooden, whose
review of “Rosa” for the blog Hypable includes her self-identification as a Doctor Who
fan and a Black woman.58 Gooden credits Blackman’s authorship to what she sees as the
episode’s “stirring story” that “pulled zero punches,” arguing that “[Blackman’s] blatant
exploration of the ramifications of discrimination and racism is a testament to why it
matters to have Black and other POC stories told through their own lenses.”59
Gooden finds much to laud in the episode as a depiction of the past that
illuminates realities of the present, for example sharing Muhammad’s approval of the
treatments of Graham and the Doctor coming to recognize and grapple with their own
white privilege. Gooden further highlights the importance of Ryan and Yaz’s
conversation in the alley that resonated with her lived experience:
This scene was a critical piece of this episode because it made that
connection between 1955 and 2018. It was a peek into how people of color
can let down their guard and interact freely when they are in a safe space,
even if it is near a trash can. This conversation would not have happened
in front of any non-POC person including The Doctor and Graham.60
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Where Strongman talks with American pride about the message he sees in Parks’
actions being “such a powerful event it would bring a racist 7000 years into the past to do
anything to stop it,” Gooden interprets this plot point quite differently:
It turns out the antagonist is a racist White male time traveler from the
future (so much for a post-racial society, eh?)… but the real villain of this
episode is one that continues to be pervasive today–White privilege
sustained by systemic racism.61
Gooden is not the only viewer to find an ominous or tragic note in the episode’s
implication that white supremacism still exists as a driving force thousands of years into
the future. In a comment on an AV Club review of the episode, user Hansen remarked:
I do think one of the more interesting touches is that Krasko is a white
supremacist from the 79th Century. Meaning, not only does racism persist
to the present, it’ll be a problem for a long time to come.62
Among the responses to Hansen came a comment from Hitchhiker:
I was very interested in knowing how my Black Whovian friend felt about
this episode (yeah, I know, I just did a “my black friend,” but in this
context it’s relevant), and that was her big issue—the idea that 5800 years
in the future, there would STILL be racists out there trying to kill people
like her. It wasn’t something she wanted to contemplate while watching
her sci-fi escapist fantasy.63
Another conversation, on a Reddit discussion thread for “Rosa,” includes a
comment by one user, Verdon, that also focused on the potential implications of Krasco’s
motivations, with a different conclusion:
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Just watched the episode. I'm speculating (hoping) that Krasko is racist
towards humans. Rosa Parks, in the future, becomes a symbol for humans
to stand up against oppression and Krasko wants to stop that from
happening. He never specifies anything else than “stopping your kind
from rising above their station” or something like that. “Your kind” could
easily mean “humans” in a show like Doctor Who.64
Femek, another commenter, concurs:
That would make his character so much better, if he was just a racist dude
from the future it would feel boring, if he’s actively trying to hold back
Human rights in the universe, that could be a good arc.65
These responses stand in contrast to audience members who applauded the
educational value of “Rosa” as a window into past or present racism. On the one hand,
Hansen’s report of his Black female friend’s lack of desire to contemplate the ongoing
realities of racism in “her sci-fi escapist fantasy” can serve as a reminder that the worldmaking of popular culture may not always be relegated to escapism, but can certainly
function that way. While “Rosa” was experienced as ultimately uplifting and moving by
many viewers, and while some self-identified viewers of color such as Gooden applauded
the episode’s head-on addressing of racism in a way that clearly implicated the present
and the future, this should not be taken as a universal reaction (i.e. the suggestion that all
Black women viewers would feel the same about watching portrayals of racism.)
bell hooks emphasizes this point in her acknowledgment that her choice to engage
with racism in cinema through an oppositional gaze differed from the approaches of some
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Black female friends who might simply choose to overlook the racism present, or might
decline altogether to engage.66 This also echoes the caution given by Muñoz about
disidentification (a term that strongly resonates with hooks’ oppositional gaze): that
disidentification is above all a strategy of survival, and survival—physical, emotional,
mental, spiritual, and the like—may require a variety of strategies for people minoritized
in different ways and in various circumstances and moments.
Quite different is Verdon and Femek’s expressed hope that Doctor Who might
steer away from issues of race altogether by eventually revealing Krasco’s villainy as
based in anti-human sentiment rather than in “boring” anti-Black racism. Verdon and
Femek’s comments express the desire to view Parks not through the lens of her
particularity, as a Black woman working for recognition of the full humanity of Black
Americans, but rather as a general “symbol for humans to stand up against oppression.”
Verdon and Femek’s comments do not disclose their racial identity, and they do not
expressly condone anti-Black racism. Still, their desire to reframe the significance of
Parks in a way that strips the Blackness (and gender) from her identity and work calls to
mind Brittney Cooper’s noting of a “troubling desire to move on from Black women.”67
Some viewers, far from desiring a post-racial episode, expressed their wish for a
more direct or accurate portrayal of Black resistance, such as Lizzie, who argued:
They made it seem like she wouldn’t have done what she did unless the
Doctor and her team made it happen… [Parks’] moment was part of a
planned bus protest. It would have happened even if there was another
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driver… Rosa Parks wasn’t an accidental heroine. She was a lifelong
activist. If you’re going to recreate her story for a SciFi program, at least
give her the credit she deserves.68
This critique of framing Parks’ protest as a destined or fated event, contingent on the
exact moment and circumstances, is echoed on Twitter by Rory32, who notes that
Rosa Parks, though she was a fantastic woman, was not an essential part
of the Civil Rights movement… Claudette Colvin was a 15-year-old
school girl who refused to give up her place on the bus. She was arrested.
Her school books were tossed off her lap as police removed her. She was
tossed into a jail cell. Same city. Same bus system. Nine months before
Rosa Parks. She did what the adults were afraid to do. What did she get in
return? Nearly forgotten by history. This episode perpetuated a myth… A
great episode would have been the Doctor taking them to Alabama nine
months earlier and introducing them to Claudette Colvin.69
In contrast, Heather Hogan writes for Autostraddle of her reaction to “Rosa”:
…right around the time I realized the Doctor and her companions weren’t
going to take over Rosa Parks’ story, but guard the timeline so she could
simply carry on as the hero she always was, I started to cry. Sniffly tears.
Bigger ones. The feeling I had was familiar, but I didn’t really recognize
it; chest pain, not because my lungs were restricted, but because I was
breathing big and deep and full of—what was that? Hope? Yes, hope!
What I was feeling was hopeful! I wasn’t ignoring the world and its
cruelty and its history. I was sitting with it, in it, the worst of it, and the
now of it, and seeing, for the first time in a long time that I could find a
way through… It’s this deliberate commitment to exploring the universe
and space and time and the humanity of more than just white men that
makes Doctor Who’s optimism resonate. It’s inhabiting the fictional
universe it’s aiming to create in the real world. It’s a self-fulfilling
prophesy. And after this week’s episode, I have no doubt it’s on
purpose, that I’m meant to be crying and my chest is meant to be
aching with promise.70
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Hogan’s experience of hope in Doctor Who, and “Rosa,” gestures to the power of
world-making to inspire and fuel resistance. This hope is embodied and affective, finding
expression in tears and an aching chest. It is rooted not in escapism, but in a confrontation
with the realities of “the world and its cruelty and its history” that also offers “a way
through” by witnessing characters’ “deliberate commitment to exploring the universe and
space and time and the humanity of more than just white men,” and thereby “inhabiting
the fictional universe it’s aiming to create in the real world.”
Conclusion: Making Worlds Out of Time
As these examples have shown, audience reactions to Outlander and to Doctor
Who’s “Rosa” differed greatly. While all recognized these stories as rooted in real times
from the American past, some praised the verisimilitude of these re-created worlds, while
some critiqued them as inaccurate. Some concluded that past injustices have little bearing
on present times, while others found the past echoing in the present and wondered how
much has changed. For some, these narratives prompted a grappling with whiteness and
privilege; for others, a heartfelt experience of resonance with the representation of faces
and stories of color, and of queerness, both on-screen and in the writers’ room.
If there is a common thread in these varied audience responses, it is perhaps less
in the substance and content of their commentary than in the fact of it. These viewers all,
whether in satisfaction, pride, remorse, frustration, hope, or other emotions, felt drawn to
digital spaces of reflection, interpretation and analysis. In addition, nearly all audience
comments noted connections between the world-making of the screen and the real world
of their own experience. All seemed to take for granted the potential of a fictionalized
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account to speak truth to lived reality, and many explicitly acknowledged and drew clear
parallels to the world-making of the American imagined community, past and present.
As these examples have shown, conversations about onscreen worlds are often
conversations about the world in which we live. The worlds of television, film, and
theater are embodied in sight and sound along with narrative; and their audiences are also
embodied people living in embodied worlds. These created, performed, interpreted and
lived worlds move in space and in time, pondering the meaning of both for human life.
Time travel is more than a narrative device, and more than a neat trick made
possible by set design, costuming, music, and montage. Moreover, the time travel of
Outlander and Doctor Who is only one kind of travel through time. As audiences, and as
scholars, we engage in time travel every time we turn our attention to the past or to the
future, often as a way of making sense of the present. From any given situated present,
our own expanded now cannot help but take the past into consideration, to cite, draw
from, or critique what has come before. Likewise, human performances of the times are
also directed toward the future: toward tomorrow or “next time,” toward a published
article or completion of a degree, toward the end of a pandemic or presidential term.
Whether in identification, counter-identification, or disidentification with the
times of past, present or future, the study of religion likewise acts as a kind of time travel.
Our vocabulary, our relation to the trends and “turns” of academic discourse, and our
subject matter can all be traced through time, as we—like Carolyn Dinshaw—inhabit the
expanded now of scholarship that attempts to contend with past and future. Religious
world-making, by the scholar no less than the practitioner, is shaped by time not only as
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an abstract, epistemological category, but as a lived phenomenon with physical, aesthetic,
and affective contours. The study of religious worlds is not fictional, but it is speculative.
If the world-making of religion is—as Heather Hogan says of Doctor Who—the
activity of imagining and “inhabiting” what it is “aiming to create in the real world,” this
work demands both critical deconstruction and imaginative (re)construction. Moreover,
the act of inhabiting involves enfleshment: the creation and re-creation of times inhabited
not only by minds, but by bodies—and social bodies, at that. The expanded now is a
deliberate expansion that may not only open up the present, but also open up the past and
future to be inhabited by potentialities other than the hegemonic status quo—as other
than the whitewashed history of sacred American exceptionalism and the divine right of
“real” (white, straight, Christian) Americans to rule and inherit the national destiny.
This is the promise and potential of the performative anachronism of time travel.
Even as the teleological bent of some time travel narratives can reinforce the notion that
hegemony is a sacred (destined) reality rather than a human construction, the act of
entering other times, and of embodying identities “out of time,” also gestures to
historicized time as a subject that may be revisited, reconsidered, or even—in some
cases—remade, through critical reflection and through creative imagination. Outlander
and “Rosa” demonstrate that disidentification with hegemonic times, though neither
inevitable nor assured, is possible—and that such disidentification offers real and true
resistance, rooted in the lived experience and participation of audiences who find thisworld inspiration and hope through the storytelling and symbol of fictional time travel.
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Like Jonita Davis, reclaiming fandom through her critiques of Outlander, and like
Heather Hogan, rejoicing in a season of Doctor Who focused on “the humanity of more
than just white men,” it is possible to revisit the past both faithfully and critically.
Disidentification with the past, as presented in Outlander and in Doctor Who, is not the
uncritical identification with sacralized history represented by “Make America Great
Again,” nor is it an act of counter-identification that rejects the past as having no ongoing
relevance—despite the cries of “presentism” that misconstrue critique in this way. As
Roderick Ferguson argues, “disidentifying with hegemonic texts of history does not mean
the absolute dismissal of historical projects,” but rather engaging in “the radical critique
of the text of history in an effort to produce alternative texts.”71
Time travel queers time by blurring the lines between past, present, and future in
critical and hopeful ways, within the expanded now of disidentification with hegemonic
times. No less than time traveling characters, time traveling audiences—and scholars—
navigate questions of what is meant to be (destined) and what is possible. This includes
the question of what is destined, and possible, for marginalized bodies and peoples. Since
liberation has never been fully realized—since, as Langston Hughes said, “America never
was America to me”—it remains in the future; but in coming back from the future, the
speculative is made real through its enactment in the expanded now.
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This echoes the world-making hope of José Esteban Muñoz, in which queer
utopias lie on the horizon but may be glimpsed, enacted, and made real in the present. In
the world-making of the imagined community, this hope is a relational and intersectional
act of thinking, being, and doing toward a queerer “then and there.” Such hope
acknowledges present struggle and disidentifies with constructions of destiny that justify
hegemony or passivity. Whether or not liberation is “meant to be,” it still could be. And
this could be eventually is—it becomes—through art and the enjoyment of art, and
through performative disidentification with the here and now. This, too, is time travel:
revisiting past and future to “set right” times out of joint with justice and with liberation.
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Chapter 3: Revivals and Reincarnations: Nostalgia and Representation
In the fall of 2019, numerous media outlets marked the 25th anniversary of the
NBC sitcom Friends, which ran for ten seasons from 1994-2004. Alongside retrospective
articles on the show’s origins and popularity during its original run, a number of critics
also focused on the current popularity of Friends among Millennial and Generation Z
viewers, who could stream the entire series on Netflix between 2015-2019. Series cocreator Marta Kauffman discussed this phenomenon at the 2019 Tribeca TV Festival:
I have three kids and my youngest is 20, but when she was in high school
and it first went on Netflix, her friends said to her, “Did you see that new
show called Friends?”… They thought it was a period piece about the
‘90s. Isn't that great?1
Kauffman’s anecdotal observation is notable as an example of how nostalgia for
televisual worlds can drive their continued popularity in digital afterlives on streaming
platforms. Equally intriguing, however, is the interpretive conclusion of her daughter’s
friends, who supposed that Friends was a newly-produced program designed as a “period
piece”—a representation of the times of 1990s New York.
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This interpretation of Friends gestures to the intuitive manner in which audiences
conduct temporal readings of the worlds of film, television and theater. While some new
viewers saw Friends as timeless and universal,2 others found the show culturally dated,
noting its predominantly white, cisgender, heterosexual cast and superficial treatments of
class difference.3 The temporal reading of Friends as a period piece or a “time capsule”
relies on more than the fashions of the characters, the musical styles of the soundtrack, or
allusions to then-current events and popular culture. The times are also referenced via
cultural attitudes toward gender, race, sexuality, and other social categories of identity.
Friends is only one example of a larger backward-looking trend in the popular
film and television of the 2010s that sought to capitalize on fan nostalgia and bring
cultural worlds of the recent past into the present. In addition to the return of original
series like Friends to the zeitgeist via digital platforms, this turn to the past was also
evidenced in what I will call revivals and reincarnations: new content that attempted to
re-present (to make current again) familiar past worlds of the page, screen, or stage.

2

Ian Youngs, “Born After ‘Friends’ Began: Under-25s On Why They Love It and How It Has Aged,”
BBC.com, Sept. 20, 2019, https://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-arts-49715313.
3

In separate anniversary-related interviews, original cast members David Schwimmer (Ross Geller) and
Lisa Kudrow (Phoebe Buffay) both discussed the question of Friends and race, with Schwimmer insisting
that he personally pushed for character Ross to date women of color over the course of the series, and
Kudrow acknowledging that it would be unlikely that Friends would debut today without any main
characters of color. Kudrow urged current viewers to treat the show as a “time capsule”; and Schwimmer
defended the show’s use of LGBTQIA+ characters and storylines as a source of humor, claiming that the
show was “groundbreaking” at the time in its approach to sex and sexuality. See David Smith, “David
Schwimmer: ‘I’m Very Aware of My Privilege as a Heterosexual White Male.’” Guardian, Jan. 27, 2020,
https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2020/jan/27/david-schwimmer-im-very-aware-of-my-privilege-as-aheterosexual-white-male; Jonathan Dean, “Lisa Kudrow Interview: On Her New Comedy Space Force and
What Phoebe Buffay Would Be Doing in Lockdown,” The Sunday Times (London), May 17, 2020,
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/lisa-kudrow-interview-on-her-new-comedy-space-force-and-whatphoebe-buffay-would-be-doing-in-lockdown-spp0879ls.

148

This chapter examines specific examples of revivals and reincarnations in 2010s
American popular culture, with attention to how nostalgia operated in these examples in
both hegemonic and anti-hegemonic ways in the lives of creators and audiences. Revivals
largely aimed for continuity and faithful replication of previous worlds, which allowed
audiences to observe “how times have changed” for these worlds as well as their own.
Reincarnations sought to reimagine familiar worlds and update them for current times,
often deliberately choosing to represent a greater diversity of race, gender, and sexuality.
In both cases, the times were embodied in the performative identities of their characters,
the actors who portrayed them, and (in some cases) the personas of their creators.
In what follows, I first consider the concept of nostalgia in light of the theories of
Jennifer Ladino and Walter Benjamin, positing nostalgia’s potential reclamation as a
critical, anti-hegemonic endeavor. I then discuss how I am using revival, reincarnation,
and representation as terms linked to nostalgia and informed by studies of lived religion.
Next, I examine the revival trend through the example of the rise and fall of Roseanne
and The Conners, and I analyze the reincarnation trend through the example of the 2010s
films of the Star Wars universe. Taking into account concurrent U.S. public discourses of
race, gender, and sexuality during this decade, I pay particular attention to representations
of and resistance to hegemonic cultural norms at work in these examples, and in the
responses of their audiences. Ultimately, I argue that revivals and reincarnations embody
nostalgia through a performative representation of the times, which can prompt yearning
for a return to (or restoration of) a hegemonic past, but which can also enable resistance
to whiteness and heteropatriarchy through critical retrospection and reimagined worlds.
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Reclaiming Nostalgia: Re-presenting the Times
As Jennifer Ladino notes, “nostalgia’s faults have been well-rehearsed,”
particularly its “tendency to romanticize the past through imagining an origin that is too
simplistic; and its reactionary bent—the use of nostalgia by right-wing forces to gloss
over past wrongs and glorify tradition as justification for the present.”4 Ladino points to
the etymological roots of nostalgia, originally a medical diagnosis centered on a longing
for home, to emphasize nostalgia’s embodied spatial, material, and affective dimensions,
which allow for more progressive possibilities for nostalgia. Positing “counter-nostalgia”
as a critical, non-teleological act that recognizes the past as dynamic, fraught, and flawed,
Ladino argues that nostalgic longing can be “a mechanism for social change, a model for
ethical relationships, and a motivating force for social and environmental justice.”5
Ladino posits a shift from the temporal to the material in order to locate and map
nostalgia, reframing nostalgia as a longing for past as place, rather than past as time. This
distinction is in some ways useful; but I wish to trouble place/time as a dichotomous
binary. Rather than employing the materiality of nostalgia to displace temporality, I argue
for reclaiming the materiality of temporality through a theory of temporal performativity.
Temporal performativity is less concerned with an abstract, disembodied concept of time
than with the aesthetics of the times—their look, sound, and texture—and with affective
resonances of time in performances of memory, of the “now,” or of imagined futures.
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Still, Ladino’s concept of counter-nostalgia—with its emphasis on embodied and
affective materiality and its insistence that nostalgia can be a liberative force for justice—
is useful in considering how nostalgia functions in the revivals or reincarnations of
popular film, television, and theater. Particularly helpful is Ladino’s employment of
Svetlana Boym’s model of nostalgia as containing qualities of the restorative (focused on
nostos, the desired return of, or to, a “home” that is lost) and/or the reflective (focused on
algia, the affective experience of longing that contains transformative potential).6
Ladino’s model, particularly the reflective form taken by counter-nostalgia, also
echoes Walter Benjamin’s observation of the potential for the past to serve as a catalyst
for change, a notion Terry Eagleton has termed the “revolutionary power of nostalgia.”7
As Eagleton observes, Benjamin ascribes revolution to an action in the present founded
on “the image of enslaved ancestors rather than that of liberated grandchildren.”8 This
revolutionary nostalgia is an active remembrance that looks back, not to an abstract or
idealized past, but to a concrete and material one. The critical function of such nostalgia
is, in Benjamin’s words, to “brush history against the grain” in pursuit of liberation in
certain presents, toward certain futures.9
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Benjamin’s argument emphasizes history as dynamic rather than static and
ascribes to the past a lingering agency in the present. In this way, nostalgia may function
religiously as the affective drive that (in Geertzian terms) creates “powerful, pervasive
and long-lasting moods and motivations” in those for whom engagement with the past
drives active liberative work in the present.10 In its reflective, revolutionary counter
forms, nostalgia may indeed brush “against the grain” of history, working to disrupt and
destabilize the hegemonic power of historicized constructions of the past.
It is important to note, however, that nostalgia’s more reactionary, restorative
iterations certainly operate within, and are mediated through, temporal performativity.
Consider, for example, the straw boater hat, bow tie, and suspenders of the Trump
supporter in the Daily Show segment, who waxed rhapsodic on the greatness of the
founding fathers while dismissing subjugation of Native Americans, enslaved African
and African-descent peoples, and women. His performative nostalgia is doubly mediated:
visually through his “old-fashioned” clothing, and discursively through his locating of
greatness not only in time and place (the eighteenth-century U.S.) but ultimately in the
bodies of certain emblematic individuals (the white, wealthy male founding fathers) in
ways that facilitate the exclusion or erasure of others. The “home” for which the
reactionary nostalgia of MAGA longs is a time and place held within white, male human
bodies with material and cultural power and privilege.
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As the forthcoming examples in this chapter illustrate, this embodied mode of
nostalgia—whether the reactionary nostalgia of hegemonic forces or the counternostalgia of reflection and revolution—is key to understanding the cultural work being
done by revivals and reincarnations; and representation is one way to think critically
about the mediation of this embodiment.
Nostalgia at Work: Revivals, Reincarnations, and Representation
Before turning to specific examples of revivals and reincarnations, it is worth
offering a fuller explanation of how I will employ these terms in this chapter, alongside a
definition of representation that considers its temporal contours. By revivals, I mean the
reconstruction of previously defunct television shows, films, and theatrical productions.
In 2010s television, for example, revivals reassembled original casts and recreated
familiar sets in order to tell new stories, both to draw the interest of prior fans and to gain
new viewers from younger generations. Fans of some of the most popular primetime
series of the 1990s could return twenty years later to the worlds of Will and Grace,
Roseanne, Gilmore Girls, Beverly Hills, 90210, Twin Peaks, Murphy Brown, Arrested
Development, The X-Files, Full House, and a number of others. At times, the myopically
white-centric and heteronormative nature of these revived worlds was thrown into relief
as these revivals reentered the viewing market alongside newer series and films that
featured more racial, gender, and sexual diversity in casting and storytelling.
At the same time, the reincarnations of the 2010s deliberately reinterpreted
familiar worlds of the page, screen, or stage, not in order to replicate these worlds, but to
reimagine and update them to reflect current times. One such reincarnational move was
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the casting or recasting of BIPOC in the roles of characters from well-known film or
literary worlds originally constructed as white. Examples of this trend include the 2010s
Star Wars films; the theatrical Harry Potter and the Cursed Child, which in every
production so far has cast a Black actress to play Hermione Granger; and Disney’s liveaction remakes of earlier animated classics such as Aladdin (2019), in which actors of
color portray characters of color who were originally voiced by white actors.
Critic Sarah Brady argues that the primary impetus for this (re)turn to the past in
2010s popular culture was economic: the lure of guaranteed income from among alreadyestablished fan bases, such that “the 2010s will be remembered as the decade in which
late-stage capitalism waged war on ingenuity and won.”11 This motive can be explained
in part by the rise of digital streaming platforms, and especially the proliferation of new
content resulting from the evolution of streaming platforms and cable networks into film
studios producing original content (e.g. HBO, Netflix, Amazon, Hulu, and the like). If
traditional studios no longer enjoy a monopoly (or dominance) in the marketplace, one
logical response for these studios is to invest most heavily in narrative world-making in
which viewers are already invested—emotionally and financially—as fans.
Yet this economic explanation still begs a deeper question: what is the appeal of
revisiting familiar worlds through revivals and reincarnations? At first blush, the revival
trend could suggest a nostalgic turn in the MAGA era toward a “simpler” (i.e. more
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culturally homogenous) time when white heteronormativity largely dominated American
screens, as well as politics and culture. Meanwhile, the reincarnation trend could point to
goals of greater representation for diverse audiences, and to a progressive shift in public
discourse around gender, sexuality, and race. However, I found that audience reactions
complicated and challenged these interpretations. Some viewers experienced revivals as
an opportunity to reproduce the past, while others saw an opportunity to critique the past.
Some applauded a wider representation of BIPOC, women, and/or queer people in their
favorite worlds, while others decried “politically correct” casting.
Whatever their authorial intent or audience reception, the revivals and
reincarnations of the 2010s shared the narrative act of looking to the past for source
material for world-making in the present, not unlike religious returns to past texts,
traditions, and histories as the stuff of present world-making. Also like religion, the
revivals and reincarnations of popular culture faced the challenge of making sense of
their past worlds within the cultural contexts of the present. The looking back of nostalgia
and the act of representation in the now are both forms of temporal performativity that
facilitate analysis and interpretation of the times. The performative contrast between the
times of a television series’ original “then” and its revived “now,” or the contrast between
the times of a written narrative and those of its adaptation for the screen or stage, did
appeal to some nostalgic viewers who sought to turn back time. However, the temporal
contrast of revivals and reincarnations also allowed audiences—and at times encouraged
them—to confront changing times, and to challenge “the times” as a cultural construct.
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Confrontation with the times via popular cultural world-making may be a
deliberate goal or an inadvertent consequence of creators’ intent, and the conclusions of
audiences are by no means uniform. The uncritical representation of a white-centric
televisual world, or the backlash of white audience members against casting actors of
color, may continue to reify hegemonic social norms. At the same time, audience critique
of unexamined whiteness in revivals, or reincarnations that reimage iconic protagonists
and heroes as BIPOC, women, and/or queer people can also function to crack the façade
of hegemony, enabling the opening up of the past, the present, and the future to
deconstructive critique and alternative imaginings.
My choice to identify these trends as “revivals” and “reincarnations,” terms with
decidedly religious overtones, is deliberate but not literal. I do not mean to suggest that
the 2018 reboot of Roseanne is akin to a Christian revival, or that the trio of Rey, Finn
and Poe in the 2010s Star Wars trilogy is a literal reincarnation of Luke, Leia and Han. I
do contend, however, that studying these trends through the lens of lived religion helps to
explain how these worlds are operating culturally in American imagined communities.
These worlds matter to their audiences as part of reflecting and shaping their conceptions
of and participation in their own lived worlds in connection with what is most real, most
true, and most important. Moreover, in focusing on the temporal contours of this worldmaking through performative nostalgia and representation of the times, I find that this
world-making is not merely religious in a general sense: it occurs in the particular context
of the United States, haunted by Western Christian teleological constructions of time.
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As religion is mediated in the everyday lives of bodies and the material world, so
too do the constructed worlds of these revivals and reincarnations in popular culture
embody the times through the specific bodies that move through them. Revivals often
aimed to reassemble as completely as possible the “body” of the original cast, which at
times reinscribed the pervasive heteronormative whiteness of these casts and worlds.
Reincarnations could take the form of “colorblind” casting, but could also be a deliberate
consideration of how a narrative may be transformed or enhanced when a person of color
represents a character previously constructed as white. The terms “revival” and
“reincarnation” suggest this flow of life, and time, into and through the flesh of bodies.
Audiences, meanwhile, frequently interacted with the embodied worlds of these
revivals and reincarnations through identification, counter-identification, or
disidentification with key characters, and with the actors who portrayed them. This
suggests, not that audiences ignore the fictional nature of these worlds, but that they
perceive a blurring between onscreen characters and worlds and their offscreen
counterparts. The emergence of social media platforms as a site for the mediation of
actors’ personas and “real” lives might help to explain this blurring, as might audience
awareness of these worlds as commercial products involving and enriching their creators.
This calls to mind Walter Benjamin’s discussion of the withering of the aura of art in
modernity, which both demystifies and democratizes art by making it more intimately
accessible to the viewer. It also suggests that nostalgia, in both reactionary and
revolutionary forms, is closely linked to representation.
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Gayatri Spivak’s seminal essay, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” addressed the
concept of representation through a parsing of two German verbs with this meaning—
vertreten and darstellen—to define representation as both “proxy and portrait,” as an act
of “speaking for” and/or a portrayal.12 Taking similar advantage of the cognates of
“representation” in English, I propose a third, temporal facet of representation: that of
making present that which is past or future. Representation thus implies not only proxy or
portrait, but also temporal positioning, which also plays a role in circulations of power
through which representation (both artistic and academic) often constructs non-Western,
non-white subjects as Other. The representation (as representing) of hegemonic sacred
pasts or destinies not only constructs “rich white guys” as proxy for and portrait of the
imagined community as a whole, but also colludes in the temporal displacement of bodies
and cultures as out of time, as behind the times, or as impotently ahead of their time.
While acknowledging both the fictionality of popular cultural worlds and their
commerciality as products designed to generate profit, audiences often perceive
actors/characters and their onscreen worlds as representing (and representing) certain
views of the American imagined community. Accordingly, the nostalgic representations
of revivals and reincarnations may be identified by audiences in starkly contrasting ways.
Revivals might be interpreted as the return of “good old-fashioned values” and a defense
against the corroding effects of liberalism, or as the ongoing attempt of conservative
hegemonies to normalize dangerous and outmoded heteropatriarchal attitudes.
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Reincarnations might be read as the long-overdue opening of popular culture to more
authentic representations of America’s growing diversity, or as the work of a “liberal
elite” determined to infiltrate American culture with race cards and gay agendas.
As Adilifu Nama argues, “regardless of authorial intent, meaning is not fixed…
[yet] no form of cultural production stands outside the culture, the ideas, the values, the
beliefs, the desires, and the fears that generate that production in the first instance.”13
Nama’s observation of authorial intent can also be extended to audience interpretation, to
argue that in the shuffling back and forth of mediation, none of the resulting meaningmaking exists in a social or cultural vacuum. This is true of creators and audiences,
culturally situated in time and place; it is also true of the temporal shuffling within these
worlds themselves, as they look nostalgically to the past or imagine the future, thereby
representing past or future in a narrative now.
Science fiction, Nama argues, offers not only portraits of “alternative worlds”
rendered through an “eye-catching use of special effects,” but also critical possibilities
afforded by the “temporal displacement of contemporary social issues into the far future
or distant past.”14 Revivals and reincarnations, while not necessarily science fiction, also
temporally displace social issues, bringing the past or future into the present in ways that
illustrate contrasts between what was and what is, or between what is and what could be.
In drawing upon nostalgia, such temporal displacement may also leave room for critique.
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Reactionary nostalgia seeks to represent the past in such a way that the operating
norms of the past are restored and revived—acting from, as Doyle Greene puts it, “the
comfortable position that desperate times call for dated solutions.”15 Counter-nostalgia, in
the vein of Ladino and Benjamin, seeks to represent the past in a different way: to bring
the past into the critical light of present day in order to demystify it. By unmasking its
construction and dissolving its aura, these representations reveal events, peoples, and
perspectives erased from hegemonic constructions of sacred history and missing from (or
marginalized in) accounts of national destiny.
How is nostalgia represented in the revivals and reincarnations of popular
culture? To answer this question, I turn first to an analysis of the 2018 revival of
Roseanne, and its spinoff series The Conners, to discuss how the politics of its titular
character and primary actor, Roseanne Barr, functioned in concert with the revival’s
treatment of class, race, and gender/sexuality to engage the nostalgia of its audience in
reactionary and reflective ways, confronting the Trump era on- and offscreen.
“Just Like Us”: Roseanne, Roseanne Barr, and Trump’s America
On the evening of March 27, 2018, 18.4 million viewers tuned in to ABC to hear
the sound of a harmonica kicking off a familiar blues theme, while a 360-degree tracking
shot depicted a squabbling, laughing family gathering around a modest kitchen table. As
it did in various iterations from 1988-1997, this opening credits sequence for the 2018
revival of Roseanne (re)introduced the Conner family to television audiences. The music,

15

Doyle Greene, “The Good Old Days: Will and Grace and Roseanne Rebooted for Trumpism,” Film
Criticism 42, no. 4 (2018).

160

set, and visual focus on the family all hinted that the revived world of Roseanne would be
rooted in the familial relationships and material realities of its working-class characters.
When ABC announced in 2017 that the network was reviving Roseanne, twenty
years had elapsed since the end of the show’s original run. The premise of the original
sitcom was based on Roseanne Barr’s embodied comedic persona as a sardonic, workingclass “domestic goddess.”16 In both the original and the revived show, Barr portrays
Roseanne Conner, who lives with her husband, Dan (John Goodman), three children,
Becky (Lecy Goranson/Sarah Chalke), Darlene (Sara Gilbert), and D.J. (Michael
Fishman), and assorted extended family in the exurban town of Hanford, Illinois.
Barr has claimed that Roseanne is “television’s first feminist and working-class
sitcom,” and the world of Roseanne explicitly centers issues of class through such
signifiers as the Conners’ home style and décor, Roseanne and Dan’s weight, plot lines
about job loss and labor conditions, and ongoing talk about finances.17 One such visual
marker is the kitchen table in the opening credits scene: while over the course of the
series, the table came to feature a poker game and various takeout meals, the original
sequence depicts what appear to be bills scattered over the table.18 Doyle Greene calls the
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original show “a caustic albeit implicit response to Clintonism,”19 and John Doyle reads
the revived Roseanne as a portrait of continued working-class disillusionment with
neoliberalism, a testament to how “political policy is directly and viscerally connected to
wages, health care and the price of groceries.”20
During its original run, the class concerns of Roseanne also explicitly intersected
with race, gender, and sexuality. In one 1994 episode, “White Men Can’t Kiss,” D.J. is
hesitant to kiss a Black classmate in the school play, prompting a discussion of race.21
Roseanne, shocked and angry with D.J., declares, “Black people are just like us. They’re
every bit as good as us, and any people who don’t think so is just a bunch of banjopicking, cousin-dating, barefoot embarassments to respectable white trash like us.” Dan
sympathizes with D.J.’s ambivalence, speculating that Lanford’s small minority
population might make D.J. “not as comfortable kissing a Black girl as one of his own,”
only to immediately add, “I did not say that,” while turning away and shaking his head in
self-recrimination. When Dan insists he is not a racist, Roseanne acerbically notes:
“Yeah, neither is your father. He always says he has no problem with ‘the coloreds.’”
Roseanne’s representation of a working-class family, disillusioned with neoliberal
claims of progress but nonetheless socially progressive, extends to the revival. While
Roseanne firmly supports Donald Trump because “he talked about jobs,” and she begins
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the pilot episode estranged from her sister Jackie (Laurie Metcalf) due to Jackie’s dislike
of Trump and support for Hillary Clinton, the sisters ultimately reconcile. Son D.J. has
grown up to marry Geena, the same Black classmate he refused to kiss in the original
series; their daughter Mary is often at the Conners’ house while Geena serves overseas.
When Darlene’s gay and gender-nonconforming son Mark encounters trouble at school,
Dan claims, “God didn't give me a head this big to have me be narrow-minded,” and
Roseanne visits Mark’s school to threaten any would-be bullies.22 The revival’s opening
credits sequence, which literally brings these new characters to the (old) table, posits a
Roseanne for the twenty-first century: the same family, now older and with more racial
and gender/sexual diversity, but still essentially the same as it was two decades before.
The times of the American imagined community in 2018, however, were not the
same; and there are hints that Roseanne’s world favors the past more than the present. In
one episode, Roseanne and Dan wake up on the couch in front of the television with the
realization that they’d “slept from Wheel to Kimmel.” When Dan notes, “We missed all
the shows about Black and Asian families,” a clear nod to ABC’s contemporary sitcoms
Black-ish and Fresh Off The Boat, Roseanne responds with a punchline that could also
sum up the revival as a whole: “They’re just like us. There, now you’re all caught up.”23
This response—“they’re just like us”—is similar in wording to Roseanne’s speech
to D.J. in “White Men Can’t Kiss”; but the laconic dismissiveness Roseanne displays in
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her offhand comment in 2018 is markedly different in tone from the moral indignation of
her 1994 speech. In 2018, her phrase reads less as a bold anti-racism stand than a
nostalgic throwback to the days of “colorblindness,” which purports to solve the problem
of racism through dismissal of all racial difference. The negation of difference, however,
ultimately serves white supremacism by subsuming the experiences, stories, and cultures
of people of color into a “just like”-ness that defines a “they” of color according to
performative proximity to the dominant cultural standard of an “us” of whiteness.
Key creators argued that the point of the Roseanne revival was to realistically
depict how a family like the Conners would think and speak about social issues in the
Trump era, in ways consistent with the original show’s characterization.24 Yet the
revival’s “they’re just like us” approach is more suggestive of a reactionary critique of
2010s identity politics than an authentic representation of the original Conners. This is
particularly apparent in the revival’s overall approach to race. Two Black characters,
Geena and Mary, are now part of the Connors’ family; but neither their Blackness nor the
rest of the cast’s whiteness is explicitly mentioned. Unlike in “White Men Can’t Kiss,”
the revival does not present anti-Black racism as a pressing issue, despite the arguably
greater prominence of race in public discourse in white communities in 2018 than 1994.
Another problematic representation appears in a later episode that introduces
Fatima and Samir as new neighbors of the Connors who are Muslim. Roseanne’s explicit
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concern that they are terrorists is only allayed when, as Khaled A. Beydoun notes,
“Roseanne goes over to confront them only to learn that they are ordinary people, with
ordinary American interests like gardening and baseball.”25 Roseanne later covers
Fatima’s EBT card shortage at the grocery store and self-righteously berates a cashier
making Islamophobic comments—though not without a punchline warning the cashier
that Fatima has “enough fertilizer to turn this place into a smokin’ hole in the ground.”26
Once again, Roseanne’s self-congratulatory recognition of non-white (in this case, also
non-Christian) fellow Americans as “just like us” rests on a performative demonstration
of likeness; meanwhile, the fertilizer punchline works to preserve essential other-ness.
In contrast, anti-Trump progressivism in the revival is represented by Jackie, who
first appears in the premiere in a “Nasty Woman” t-shirt and knitted “pussy hat,” greeting
Roseanne with, “What’s up, deplorable?” While Roseanne’s defense of voting for Trump
is framed in terms of reasonable economic concerns, Jackie’s support for Clinton, coded
through her attire and strident tone, is rendered through hyperbole. When Jackie later
reveals to Roseanne that she actually voted for Jill Stein, it is implied that it is her thirdparty vote—not concern for the nation’s wellbeing—that is the true source of her angst.
Although played for laughs, and perhaps intended to unite Democrats and
Republicans by making third-party voters a politically neutral target, this revelation also
means that the singular Roseanne character explicitly identified as a Clinton supporter is
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revealed as a political imposter. The performative liberalism of pussy hats and Nasty
Women can thereby be construed as the act of liars and hypocrites; and the implication is
that, at least in the world of Roseanne, there are no people who really supported Clinton.
Jackie’s lack of substantive anti-Trump argument beyond a vague “now things are worse”
does little to counter characterizations of anti-Trump progressives as merely sore losers.
Trump-supporting viewers could conclude that if Roseanne’s reasoned practicality is
“just like us,” then Jackie’s inconsistent neuroticism is “just like them.”
Roseanne’s “they’re just like us” approach to differences of race, gender, and
sexuality could be interpreted as an appeal to unity through shared class struggles; and,
indeed, Roseanne’s rhetoric echoes that of working-class white Americans who accepted
Trump as one of them, overlooking vast chasms of economic privilege between Trump
and the average worker in favor of MAGA’s promise of “greatness” as their destiny.27
Yet considering that the path to this greatness included punitive immigration policies
targeting non-white populations, the denial of white privilege and mockery of political
correctness, and a reclaiming of “religious freedom” favoring conservative Christianity,
MAGA’s unifying promise to white Americans of all classes was the return to a national
identity of cultural homogeneity, centered around whiteness: “just like us,” writ large.
Perhaps, as some creators insisted, Roseanne’s revival merely holds up a mirror to
the times, and to a particular lived American experience and point of view, leaving it to
audiences to cast judgment. If this is the case, and the goal of Roseanne is to authentically
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represent the world as it was truly experienced and navigated by white, working-class
Americans in the time of Trump, several questions still remain. To what extent does the
show achieve this authentic representation? Moreover, does Roseanne ultimately present
its characters’ worldviews in a neutral fashion—or does it challenge, or celebrate them?
In considering these questions, it is difficult to ignore the centrality of Roseanne
Barr to the world of Roseanne. The show’s opening credits—which always begin and end
with a close-up shot of Roseanne and fade out on her laughter—signify, like the show’s
title, that Roseanne is centered on the body and identity of Roseanne Barr. Accordingly,
the character of Roseanne Conner is inevitably linked to Barr’s own well-documented
political opinions beyond the world of the show. In the intervening years between 1997
and 2017, Barr increasingly expressed contempt for Clinton and other Democrats,
including sharing debunked conspiracy theories such as “Pizzagate,” which alleged that a
child sex-trafficking ring was being run by the Clintons and other Democrats from a
Washington, D.C. pizzeria.28 Thus, while actors’ performances can be separated from
their real-life personas, this is a harder boundary to draw in the case of Roseanne.
Despite, or perhaps because of, the permeable barrier between the character of
Roseanne Conner and the notoriety of Roseanne Barr, the Roseanne revival was an
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unmitigated success. The March 27, 2018 premiere drew 18.4 million viewers, leading
Donald Trump to call and congratulate Barr on the show’s success, and prompting ABC
to greenlight a second season just three days later.29 Yet, as Sonia Rao notes, this
audience interest reflected mixed responses to Roseanne’s reimagining for the Trump era.
While Donald Trump, Jr. celebrated the show as proof that “there’s some demand for an
alternate viewpoint,” and Piers Morgan crowed to “screaming Trump-hating liberals” that
the show’s ratings meant “not everyone in America thinks like you,” other critics—both
liberal and conservative—argued that Roseanne’s portrayal of typical Trump voters as
economically conservative but socially progressive was an inaccurate “fantasy.”30
Roxane Gay admitted to enjoying the premiere but argued that “this fictional family, and
the show’s very real creator, are further normalizing Trump and his warped, harmful
political ideologies,” concluding that “there are times when we can consume problematic
pop culture, but this is not one of those times.”31
Gay’s conclusion, citing the nature of the times into which the revived Roseanne
debuted as a world built around Barr’s worldviews, proved prescient. Two months after
the premiere of the Roseanne revival, ABC abruptly cancelled the show after Barr
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tweeted a racist criticism of Valerie Jarrett, a former White House advisor in the Obama
administration. Barr described Jarrett, who is Black, as a combination of “Muslim
Brotherhood and Planet of the Apes.”32 As criticism for Barr’s tweet rapidly arose over
the next hours and days, from viewers, ABC and Disney executives, and castmates such
as Sara Gilbert and Michael Fishman, Barr variously denied any racial motivations for
her words, blamed her use of Ambien as a sleep aid, and apologized for harm caused,
especially to Roseanne’s cast and crew.33
Within a month, ABC announced it would reconfigure Roseanne as a spinoff, The
Conners, featuring the current cast and crew with the exception of Barr and her character.
The October 16, 2018 premiere, “Keep on Truckin’,” reintroduced the Conner family yet
again, now living in the wake of Roseanne’s death from an accidental opioid overdose.34
The opening credits scene featured a new riff on the blues theme and a new look around
the kitchen; the scene ends with a lingering shot on Dan and Darlene sharing the visual
focus that once belonged to Roseanne.35 While Barr expressed disapproval of the fate of
her character in tweets and interviews, many critics found it a fitting continuation of
Roseanne’s direct approach to timely social issues, noting that Roseanne’s opioid
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addiction was already a part of the revival’s narrative before Barr’s exit.36 Despite initial
speculation about whether The Conners would last, the spinoff proved popular enough to
endure into 2020 and beyond.
The Roseanne revival, as originally conceived, may well have thought that Barr’s
real-life views would infuse authenticity into the world of Roseanne as a representative
example of the lived experience of working-class white Americans in the Trump era.
However, this aura of factuality for which Roseanne’s creators strove, and which some
viewers did affirm, was ultimately punctured by the permeability between Roseanne’s
on-screen and off-screen worlds. Linda Holmes critiqued Roseanne’s pilot for
unrealistically treating the political gulf between characters Roseanne and Jackie as “a
separable, irrelevant disagreement that doesn’t actually have any consequences” beyond
the interpersonal relationships of these white characters.37 This critique was borne out in
the events that followed. The naïve, white-centric portrait of the political divide of 2010s
America as an easy-to-resolve interpersonal conflict rather than a deep-seated impasse,
was ultimately undone by Barr’s real-life display of racism and Islamophobia, which
resulted not in a facile agreement to disagree, but in Barr’s elimination from the show.
What are the ramifications of Roseanne and The Conners as a case study for the
broader revival trend as a temporal performance of nostalgia? First, Roseanne’s emphasis
on reconvening as much of the original cast as possible, and the ways in which Barr’s
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offscreen persona first drove, and then damned, the revived Roseanne, demonstrates the
revival trend’s focus on representing these worlds and their times through particular
performative bodies. Like many 2010s revivals, Roseanne resolved the unavailability of
some original cast members by writing their characters’ absence into the script rather
than recasting. One notable exception was the character of Geena (Rae’Ven Larrymore
Kelly/Xosha Roquemore/Maya Lynne Robinson), D.J.’s classmate/wife, who was recast
twice: once for the Roseanne revival, and again for The Conners.38
Why the preference for bringing back original actors, especially when the passage
of time has noticeably aged them? One potential answer lies in theories of viewer
identification (or disidentification) with on-screen bodies. If audience identification with
television worlds is linked to their identification with the embodied performances of
characters/actors in those worlds, it is precisely the passage of time—and the changes
time has wrought upon recognizable bodies—that imbues the revivals of these worlds
with an aura of factuality. The visible aging of actors/characters between the original
shows and their revivals renders the passing of time visible, and both time and the times
are represented through the characters represented in the now.39 Fully cognizant that their

38

The original Roseanne’s own recasting of Becky (Lecy Goranson/Sarah Chalke) during its run prompted
the revival to bring back both actors in a nod to that casting change: Goranson as Becky and Chalke as a
guest star. As well, the 2002 death of actor Glenn Quinn (Mark Healy), and the firing of Roseanne Barr,
were both resolved in the show through the offscreen deaths of the characters. This contrasts to the multiple
recasting of Geena, the only BIPOC character to feature in the original and the revival, suggesting that the
showrunners for Roseanne/The Conners assumed that recasting this Black character (unlike recasting white
characters) would not threaten the show’s sense of continuity and aura of factuality.
39

Even before its revival, Roseanne took this visual tack in its eighth and ninth seasons, the only seasons
whose opening credits sequence did not feature the show’s signature revolving tracking shot around the
Conners’ kitchen. In these seasons, each main character is shown in a time-lapsed, digital compilation of
their appearances through the nine years of the series, allowing audiences to visualize change through time.

171

favorite televisual worlds were dismantled after the original run—with sets packed away
and actors scattered into other projects—revivals’ audiences could still imagine that these
worlds and their characters continued to exist all along, aging alongside their fans in
something like Benedict Anderson’s continuity and simultaneity. Time passes, and times
change; yet, by grounding these signs of time and of the times in the continuity of the
same bodies, revivals enact a temporal performativity that evokes both change and
continuity, reflecting nostalgic yearning for the latter in the face of the former.
At the same time, the case of Roseanne also demonstrates how the temporal
contrast of revivals may challenge reactionary yearnings to restore the past. The rhetoric
of difference expressed by Roseanne’s “they’re just like us” motto revealed its racist
roots in Barr’s fatal tweet, signifying the failure of this worldview. This is an instructive
failure, suggestive of the white privilege at work in the performativity of white liberal
“colorblind” discourse of the 1990s (and the 2010s). The discourse of colorblindness
employed various permutations of “they’re just like us” to position a white “us” as
societal arbiters who may choose to include BIPOC, as long as BIPOC accept the
designation of a “they” and perform an approximation of likeness toward a white “us.”
That the problematic nature of “just like us” sparks more immediate criticism
from (some) white viewers in 2018 than in 1994 can likely be credited to the work of
critical race and intersectionality scholars, and the advocacy of movements such as Black
Lives Matter, in the intervening years. In the 2010s, this work took the form of challenges
to the supposed “post-racial” era signified by the presidency of Barack Obama; and it
gained traction and urgency in the resurgence of explicit white supremacism in the time
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leading up to and following Trump’s election. This resurgence suggested that racial
attitudes among white Americans were moving backwards toward the overt racism of the
past rather than forwards toward an anti-racist future. In telling contrast, Barr herself, in
promotional interviews for the revival, responded to inevitable questions about her reallife politics by insisting that she had not moved right, but rather that the currents of time
had moved her fellow liberals further left, beyond—in her view—what was reasonable.40
The current state of white American comprehension of racism and white privilege
is a crucial one; and the revival of Roseanne offers a way to interrogate these times. Does
Roseanne offer a self-critical portrait of white people who unwittingly perpetuate racism
by framing it as a matter of individual prejudice that can be overcome? Or, does the show
ultimately function to deny the reality of structural racism by positing “they’re just like
us” as the alternative to the so-called “revisionist history” of anti-racist approaches? Most
likely, in the shuffling back and forth of meaning, Roseanne does both.
Still, it seems likely that the latter possibility—the show’s ideological promotion
of colorblind over anti-racist approaches—was Barr’s creative and performative intent,
and was the predominant audience interpretation. While the world of Roseanne claimed
to show how differing (and opposing) views of the American imagined community play
out in real American families, Roseanne was also a solar system revolving around the
persona of Barr as its central star. Once a self-proclaimed feminist and working-class

40

Nick Romano, “Roseanne Barr Talks Trump with Kimmel: ‘You Want Pence for President? Then Zip
Your F—in’ Lip!’” Entertainment Weekly, Mar. 23, 2018, https://ew.com/tv/2018/03/23/roseanne-barrtrump-jimmy-kimmel-john-goodman/.

173

liberal, now a conspiracy theorist trumpeting (pun intended) the president’s supposed
gains against corrupt and pedophilic Democrats, Barr and Roseanne attempted to make
the argument that her views had stayed consistent over time, while the liberal position
moved into the realm of the radical and the ridiculous. In doing so, Roseanne leveraged
cultural nostalgia, including perceptions of the show as socially progressive, to encourage
audiences to interpret the reactionary gaze of Trumpism as continuity—as holding fast to
common sense and patriotism in the face of attacks from radical liberalism.41
Barr’s firing, and the recreation of a Roseanne-less world in The Conners, offered
a significant postscript to questions of race and white privilege in the world of Roseanne.
The death of Roseanne (the character) as a result of opioid addiction, and the death of
Roseanne (the show) as a result of racism, can suggest that the mentality of “they’re just
like us,” and the white privilege it upholds, is also a deadly addiction. It is, first and
foremost, deadly for BIPOC, female and nonbinary, and/or queer bodies threatened and
constrained by hegemony’s insistence on performative likeness to white heteropatriarchal
norms. It is also deadly for the white subjects who suffer the psychological and spiritual
damage of performing the role of oppressor. Finally, by working against the liberation of
American national identity from the sin of white supremacism, it is deadly for the
imagined community as a whole.

41

Responding to Barr’s firing, and ABC/Disney executives’ public apology, Trump responded in just this
manner. His tweet did not address Barr’s racism, but rather wondered aloud why, if Valerie Jarrett received
an apology for Barr’s comments, Trump himself had not received an apology for “HORRIBLE statements
made and said about me on ABC,” noting no difference between racial slurs made against a Black woman
and political criticism of a (white) sitting president. See BBC News, “White House Comes Out Fighting On
Roseanne Racism Row,” May 30, 2018, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-44310461.

174

The fate of Roseanne further suggests that the relationship between onscreen and
offscreen worlds, as between creators and audiences, is multidirectional. The constructed
worlds of popular culture reflect and shape the world-making of our times, but these
times—and the audiences that inhabit them—also respond with their own shaping power.
The events leading to Roseanne’s cancelation demonstrate that in these times, what is at
stake is not simply surface differences between people who are at heart “just like” one
another, but rather competing imagined communities with real, significant consequences
for the lives of those whose bodies and identity performances have long been assigned
the role of “they” in the American times of a hegemonic “us.”
If this is the case, then The Conners’ resurrection (or, perhaps, its “declaration of
independence” from Roseanne Barr) also suggests that, contrary to the reactionary
nostalgia that seeks to preserve white privilege as an American way of life, the death of
whiteness in America does not mean the death of America. Nostalgia itself does not have
to be reactionary and restorative, but can be reclaimed as reflective and revolutionary—as
the freedom to confront the truth of the past and all that has (or has not) changed with the
times, and as the capability to imagine and enact worlds beyond nostalgia for illusory
“good old days,” beyond Barr’s racist provocations, and beyond “they’re just like us.”
In some ways, this provides an entry point to our next example, the reincarnation
trend, as a way that creative, performative, and interpretive worlds in popular culture
turned to the past in order to deliberately imagine—and image—a place and a time
beyond it. I now turn to an examination of this trend through my primary example: the
cultural juggernaut that is the world of Star Wars.
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Reincarnation and the Resistance in Star Wars
Like the revival trend, the 2010s saw a number of mainstream reincarnations:
additions to, or new adaptations of, familiar popular cultural worlds that sought to update
these worlds in light of current times. While revivals produced temporal contrast by
representing (and representing) the passage of time through the bodies and personas of
their original actors, reincarnations focused on embodying their worlds in new characters,
or in new actors bringing old characters to life.42 If revivals represented reactionary
nostalgia by seeking to recapture and replicate the past, reincarnations often aligned more
closely with counter-nostalgia, treating the old and familiar as a springboard for the new
and different. These reincarnations invited audiences not only to revisit favorite worlds,
but to reimagine and reimage these worlds as reincarnated in the lived realities of current
times: for example, by featuring BIPOC, women, and/or queer people as protagonists.
One high-profile example of this reincarnational trend was Disney’s acquisition of
rights to the Star Wars universe in 2012 and subsequent development of a new Star Wars
trilogy: The Force Awakens (2015), The Last Jedi (2017), and Rise of Skywalker (2019).
This trilogy, as well as ancillary films Rogue One (2016) and Solo (2018), certainly relied
on the nostalgic appeal of Star Wars as a world (or rather, a galaxy) with enduring
cultural popularity. The 2010s films, however, made the reincarnational choice to
broaden its representations of race, gender, and sexuality among its human characters.
The Force Awakens introduced Finn (John Boyega), Rey (Daisy Ridley), and Poe
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Dameron (Oscar Isaac) as its three main protagonists, a narrative echo of the original
trilogy’s triad of Luke Skywalker (Mark Hamill), Han Solo (Harrison Ford), and Leia
Organa (Carrie Fisher). Unlike the original trio of white actors, Boyega is Black and
Isaac is Latinx; and Rey (Ridley), while a white woman like Leia (Fisher), assumed
central place in the narrative, as the spiritual heir of Luke Skywalker.
The greater diversity of the 2010s Star Wars reincarnations also went beyond the
casting of these three characters. Additional substantive roles played by actors of color in
the 2010s films included Maz Kanata (Lupita Nyong’o), Rose Tico (Kelly Marie Tran),
and Jannah (Naomi Ackie). Original character Lando Calrissian (Billy Dee Williams)
returned in Rise of Skywalker after the character of young Lando (Donald Glover) was
given a significant role in the Han Solo prequel Solo. Rogue One featured a white female
protagonist, Jyn Erso (Felicity Jones), whose main cohorts are played by Latinx, Black
and Asian men of color: Cassian Andor (Diego Luna), Chirrut Îmwe (Donnie Yen), Baze
Malbus (Wen Jiang), Saw Gerrera (Forest Whittaker), and Bodhi Rook (Riz Ahmed).
Gender representation also played a visible role in the 2010s films. In addition to
placing female protagonists at the center of the narrative (such as Rey in the main trilogy
and Jyn Erso in Rogue One), women were more present as leaders and decision makers.
This is particularly true of Leia (Fisher), whose reprised and updated role as “General
Organa” placed her in charge of the Resistance; it also included Vice-Admiral Holdo
(Laura Dern) and Captain Phasma (Gwendolyn Christie), head of the Stormtroopers.
Queer expressions of sexuality were mainly represented obliquely, through
interpretive possibilities or peripheral characters. Within the world of the films, this
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included the analogical implications of the interspecies attractions exhibited by characters
Maz Kanata and Lando Calrissian, and the brief embrace of two minor female characters,
Larma D'Acy (Amanda Lawrence) and Wrobie Tyce (Vinette Robinson), in Rise of
Skywalker—a moment both touted and critiqued as Star Wars’ “first same-sex kiss.”43
Extrafilmic conversations among directors, actors and fans also posited the pansexuality
of Lando Calrissian and the potential romantic/sexual pairing of Finn and Poe.44 Despite
these unofficial affirmations of queerness in Star Wars by the films’ directors and/or
actors, the creative choice to limit explicit queerness within the films led a number of
fans to cry foul: this was lip-service rather than true representation.45
As previously noted, audience responses to the diversification of the Star Wars
universe ranged from whole-hearted celebration to backlash against “politically correct”
casting. Embedded in these varying responses is the notion of representation, in the
“proxy or portrait” sense of Spivak as well as in the temporal sense of representation that
takes place in, and takes note of, certain present times. In all cases, representation has to
do with embodiment (the carne of reincarnation): how, even within fictional worlds,
bodies are interpellated in relation to the times by creators and audiences alike.
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The cultural notice paid by audiences to Star Wars’ reincarnational choices did
not go unnoticed or unremarked in public discourse. For example, in advance of the 2015
premiere of The Force Awakens (TFA), Saturday Night Live satirized audience reactions
to the casting of TFA through a pre-recorded skit that imagined the film’s “screen tests.”
In one scene purporting to be John Boyega’s audition, Boyega laughs in disbelief while
flicking the TFA script: “A Black stormtrooper! Yeah, right.” Turning the page, he stops
laughing and looks up at the camera, repeating in earnest: “A Black stormtrooper!”46
In contrast to this positive tone, Boyega’s role in TFA, along with Rey’s central
position in the storyline, also caused backlash among some white male fans.47 Derek
Johnson attributes this backlash to a “neomasculine ideology” apparent in online
critiques, such as that of one fan who lambasted TFA as a “social justice propaganda
film” that appropriated “a media of one culture” (that is, white male culture) to appeal to
“gender and racial markets.”48 There are elements of the religious in Johnson’s analysis
of such “nostalgic claims about franchise fundamentals once enjoyed by more authentic
owners, now brought low by the social justice agenda,” which construct Star Wars as a
“sacrosanct aesthetic object whose original masculine virtues require preservation.”49
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Cait Coker and Karen Viars also explore the “whitelash” to TFA through an
analysis of its fandom, noting a trend toward featuring the white male villain, Kylo Ren
(Adam Driver), in the film’s merchandising rather than Rey, and observing the marked
domination of TFA fan fiction literature by stories pairing Kylo Ren with Rey, or with
General Hux (a secondary white male villain), as opposed to stories featuring either of
the main characters of color.50 Like Johnson, Coker and Viars attribute fans’ interest in
Ren and Hux to a whitelash located at the “intersections of racism and misogyny,”
concluding that while “redeeming and rewriting villains is not new, the impulse to
valorize fascist white villains at the expense of diverse heroes remains a symptom of the
troubling, broader problem of popular whitelash and the alt-right in American culture.”51
These studies illustrate the active interpretive work of audiences in responding to
Star Wars as a popular cultural world that is also representative of the real world; and
they further demonstrate how fan interpretation is shaped by the cultural times in which
audiences are situated, and by the social location of various audiences within these times.
The whitelash noted by Johnson, Coker, and Viars additionally shows that detractors, as
well as fans, could recognize something reincarnational in the 2010s Star Wars films.
Whether elated or irritated by the greater representation of human diversity in the 2010s
films, many fans agreed that the changes represented in the materiality of bodies onscreen
were both noticeable and consequential to Star Wars’ world-making.
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In this way, the reaction of the fan who experienced TFA as “appropriated” from
“one culture” for the benefit of “gender and racial markets” can be seen as a sign of the
times—and not only the “long time ago” of a “galaxy far, far away.” This disdainful,
distancing rhetoric echoes the same reactionary nostalgia that, in the concurrent times of
real-world America in the 2010s, constructed white heteropatriarchy as a sacred cultural
history under attack by the social justice agenda of women and people of color (and
often, as well, by queerness). One viewer in Johnston’s study frames the diversification
of Star Wars as a “ruination” of the body of the original cast, a charge not dissimilar from
the anti-miscegenation fears of white supremacists that the racial purity of white bodies
might be corrupted by sexual or cultural congress; another fan compares the worldmaking of TFA to “an inferior scumbag ‘tagging’ the Mona Lisa with political graffiti.”52
The use of terms like appropriation or ruination, and the reference to the iconic
Mona Lisa as a symbol of the pure original work of art that is pre-TFA Star Wars,
furthers underscores the religious resonances of the complex relationship between
popular cultural worlds and their fans. This religiosity, as John Lyden argues, is not
limited to the realm of the explicit—such as the expression of fans who claim “Jediism”
(whether tongue-in-cheek or in earnest) as their personal belief system. It can also be
noted in the more widespread religious “markers” of “communal identity, a system of
beliefs and values, [and] myths and ritual practices” in Star Wars fandom.53
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The respondents of Derek Johnson’s study express their Star Wars fandom in
proprietary terms, not unlike the religious practitioner who refers to “my religion” or “my
tradition.” In this case, some fans lay claim to Star Wars as a world that rightly belongs to
“one culture”—a culture in which alien species may be diverse, but white men still
represent humanity. Comparing TFA to spray paint on a valuable artwork likens the
world-making of the film to trespassing and vandalism, implying that Star Wars is the
private property of these white male fans rather than “gender and racial” fans—despite
the fact that Star Wars fandom has always included women, BIPOC, and queer people.
At the same time, the intensity of these fans’ affective response—anger, offense,
repulsion—suggests that these viewers, however reluctantly, still hold themselves bound
to recognize and contend with the reincarnational shift in Star Wars’ world-making.
Logically speaking, viewers disgusted by TFA and the subsequent films could simply
choose to ignore them, restricting their Star Wars worldview to the world represented in
the older films. For many fans, however, this is not a realistic option. Frustrating as the
newer films may be, they are nevertheless “canon.” To reject a canonical part of the Star
Wars world would be to reject the world’s reality. The invocation of canonicity, as Lyden
also notes, thus acts as another religious marker in the world-making of popular culture:
the binding authority to imbue a world with a given reality, which calls to mind one
etymological definition of religion (from the Latin religare) as something that binds.54
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In his discussion of canonicity in Star Wars fandom, Lyden offers the example of
fan backlash to a 1999 DVD reissue of the original Star Wars trilogy, in which one of
several digital additions and changes included portraying Han Solo’s shooting of Greedo,
a character-establishing event, as self-defense rather than a preemptive strike. In the
ensuing argument between fans and director George Lucas, Lyden notes,
What is interesting is not only that Lucas defends the change—he denies
that there was any change, as what “really” happened was not fully visible
in the original film. For someone [like Lucas] who claims that “it's just a
movie,” this seems an oddly realistic defense of the alteration, as if to
claim that there is some reality “out there” to which the film refers.55
As a quality linked to authority and to an aura of factuality, canonicity establishes
and polices the given reality of a popular cultural world like Star Wars; yet, as Lyden
notes, canonicity is no more static and absolute than any other dimension of audience
engagement with popular culture. Rather, in the shuffling back and forth of meaning,
texts are shifting realities, negotiated by multiple parties who interact with
the medium, contributing their own interpretation and evaluation of the
text as part of its revision. As Heidi Campbell has argued, the internet is “a
sphere for the renegotiation and canonization of accepted sources of
authority” as it has become a "realm of contention and shifting power.”56
Even in this contention and renegotiation, however, the concept of canonicity
itself retains power as the engine for world-making’s aura of factuality. Creators and
audiences, knowing full well that every component of a fictional world is invented, still
may act as if these worlds have an existence beyond the artifice of their construction.
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As in sacred religious texts, debates about canonicity in popular cultural worlds
do not necessarily rely on acceptance of these texts or worlds as literal and factual. In this
context, canonicity is perhaps less concerned with questions of accuracy (whether this
world is real) than with questions of authenticity (what is true of this world). Canonical
characters and events become part and parcel of the worlds in which people participate
and to which they claim affiliation and belonging. This may be why, for the angry fans of
Johnson’s study, TFA’s changes to the Star Wars world could not be fully rejected. The
canon produces the very aura of authenticity that makes this world come alive.
Backlash to a more diverse Star Wars was not the only fan reaction; but neither
was it an outlier. The vitriol emanating from some white male fans, while providing a
potent example of nostalgia’s more dangerous iterations, also offers a disturbing parallel
to white supremacist and anti-feminist backlash within concurrent American times. The
December 2015 release of TFA came at the close of a year that had witnessed the ongoing
work of Black Lives Matter in response to the police killings of Walter Scott and Freddie
Gray and the murder of nine people at Mother Emanuel Church in Charleston by a 21year-old white supremacist; political backlash against an Obama administration decision
to allow 10,000 Syrian refugees into the U.S.; and the Supreme Court’s Obergefell v.
Hodges decision, which allowed same-gender couples marriage rights throughout the
country. Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton had not yet become their parties’ nominees,
but themes of populism and misogyny were already the subject of political analysis.57
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Within this context, many fans felt that the reincarnation of Star Wars as the
heroic saga of a woman supported by men of color offered a much-appreciated shift in
world-making to better reflect the lived realities of the times. Some also noted that TFA’s
portrayals of the villainous First Order and Kylo Ren—reincarnations of the Empire and
of Darth Vader—also gave the film greater resonance with real-world times:
… the movie succeeds at making the First Order feel threatening, by
showing the cruelty of the empire early on. This is something that the old
movies never really succeeded at. They always made the Storm Troopers
look like bumbling cannon fodder, but not so in this movie.58
In TFA, the First Order’s cruelty is demonstrated both through violence—the
massacre of a village of civilians and the destruction of entire planets—and through
spectacle, such as a rally of thousands of white Stormtroopers pledging allegiance in one
voice to the First Order at the urging of a screaming General Hux. Critic A.A. Dowd
interpreted TFA as “invoking WWII fascism more bluntly than the series ever has.”59
Premiering as it did at the end of 2015, the film’s representations of the First Order also
offered uncomfortable parallels to the often-xenophobic and violent rhetoric of Trump
rallies, which led to comparisons between Trumpian “law and order” and fascism.60
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The choice of Boyega, Isaac, and Ridley to portray Finn, Poe and Rey could be
considered examples of colorblind (and genderblind) casting in relation to the films’ inworld reality. Indeed, the race, gender, and/or sexuality of these characters, however
controversial or novel to audiences, are not treated within the world of the films as
particularly groundbreaking or remarkable. This makes sense, since the events of Star
Wars purportedly take place elsewhere and elsewhen: “a long, long time ago in a galaxy
far, far away.” The discursive implication of this phrase, however, is that the world of
Star Wars is constructed from and for the vantage point of its audiences—those for whom
the world of Star Wars is both “long ago” and “far away.” In this sense, Star Wars is a
world firmly rooted in this galaxy and these times. This point is not lost on fans, whose
responses indicate that what happens on Jakku doesn’t stay on Jakku (so to speak); it
affects the ways that fans view, understand, and participate in the real world.
Adilifu Nama makes a similar argument in reading the original trilogy (19771983) as an example of the “structured absence or token presence” of Blackness, through
the focus on white human protagonists, the relegation of Black character Lando
Calrissian to sidekick status, and the all-black aesthetic of Vader. Nama further critiques
the world-making of the second trilogy (1999-2005) for using a “semiotic tinderbox of
racial stereotypes,” such as the widely-panned characterization of Jar-Jar Binks as a
Black comic stereotype, and the connection of Japanese aesthetic style to deviousness.61
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These critiques underscore the reincarnational nature of the 2010s films, which
also do not explicitly mention race or gender, but which employ it in markedly different
ways. Several characters played by actors of color have backstories that link their
commitment to the Resistance to an interplanetary otherness that resonates with thisworld issues of race. For example, The Last Jedi introduces Rose Tico (Kelly Marie
Tran), an Asian woman whose home planet was colonized by other, wealthier words; and
The Rise of Skywalker includes Jannah (Naomi Ackie), another Black Stormtrooper
who—like Finn—was stolen from her original family by the First Order and forced into
servitude before escaping enslavement and forming community with other defectors.
In addition, several of the actors of color who embody resistance within the 2010s
Star Wars films have also addressed how these roles intersect with their lived experience
as resistant bodies of color in the world outside of Star Wars. John Boyega took the
megaphone at a London Black Lives Matter protest in 2020, openly questioning whether
engaging in visible anti-racist activism might cost him his career.62 Kelly Marie Tran
penned an op-ed for The New York Times that addressed the vicious racist and
misogynistic harassment directed toward her after her appearance as Rose Tico.63
Riz Ahmed, a British actor of Pakistani descent who played Bodhi Rook in Rogue
One (2016), has also engaged in advocacy on the subject of race and representation, using
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his own experience as an example. Ahmed wrote for The Guardian in 2016 that “As my
acting career developed, I was no longer cast as a radical Muslim—except at the airport,”
and “I have had my films quoted back at me by someone rifling through my underpants,
and been asked for selfies by someone swabbing me for explosives.”64 In a 2017 speech
to the British House of Commons, Ahmed discussed the power of cultural representation:
If you’re used to seeing yourself reflected in culture, I really want you to
take a minute to understand how much it means to someone who doesn’t
see themselves reflected back. Every time you see yourself in a magazine
or on a billboard, TV, film, it’s a message that you matter, that you’re part
of the national story, that you’re valued. You feel represented.65
The experiences of these Star Wars actors suggest that in these times, resistance
against the empire of “a galaxy far, far away” is most fully represented by those who are
marginalized in this galaxy and in these times. In fact, the same kinds of bodies are
oppressed in both worlds. Bodies of color, women’s bodies, indigenous, immigrant and
“alien” bodies, trafficked and enslaved bodies, queer bodies, and many others are crushed
both by the First Order and by the rich white guys’ history of American empire. Fittingly,
symbols and slogans of resistance drawn from Star Wars’ 2010s films have appeared in
Women’s Marches and at anti-Trump demonstrations, and its characters have been
embraced by Native and Black Lives Matter groups.66
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Considering that George Lucas, in creating the Star Wars universe, famously and
deliberately used as his narrative blueprints Joseph Campbell’s work on religious myth, it
is not too far a stretch to apply a religious framework to Star Wars’ reincarnations. For
Star Wars to place marginalized peoples at the center of a story of resistance against a
totalitarian, imperialistic, genocidal force reincarnates the story for these American times,
disrupting a sacralized historical narrative that—much like the first Star Wars trilogy—
positioned whiteness as the standard bearer for a “universal” story of heroism and
redemption. The misogynistic whitelash against telling this story through the bodies of
women and BIPOC demonstrates, no less than the celebratory responses of other fans, the
ongoing sacred power of whiteness in the American imagined community, and the urgent
need for a critical revolutionary nostalgia to critique and dismantle the aura of factuality
that “rich white guys’ history” continues to maintain in the Trump era. Through the
identities of its reincarnated characters on and offscreen, the rebels of Star Wars also
embody resistance in our here and now.
Conclusion: Box Office Returns and the (Re)turns of Nostalgia
Popular nostalgic revivals and reincarnations of the 2010s returned audiences to
familiar worlds: from the Conners’ kitchen table to a galaxy far, far away. These worlds
took on flesh through the sights and sounds of their geographies, through narrative and
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plot, and especially through the performative embodiment of characters who inhabited
them. While revivals tended toward replication and reincarnations toward reinvention,
these trends shared a kind of speculative world-making characterized by placing current
times in conversation, comparison, and contrast with the past.
Whether the nostalgia of this world-making took reactionary or revolutionary
form, revivals and reincarnations alike banked on fans’ past connection to these worlds as
a driver for ticket sales and ratings, advertising and merchandising, and other revenue.
Through their investment of time and attention, as well as money, audiences were invited
to reflect on themes of simultaneity, continuity, and change through the temporal contrast
of worlds that invoked and performed the past in the context of certain presents.
Tracking the quantitative commercial successes of these constructed worlds—in
numbers of seasons or sequels, or in box office returns—is not the primary task of this
project, since the cultural influence of narrative worlds is not always tied to commercial
success, nor to immediate popularity (hence the terms “cult classic” or “sleeper hit” to
designate films or television shows that found fervent, if smaller, fanbases sometime after
their initial release and distribution). In this case, however, a brief treatment of the
commercial reception of this chapter’s examples offers several intriguing and challenging
considerations, particularly in terms of the relation of revivals and reincarnations to the
decade in which they emerged as trends. Additionally, since Roseanne/The Conners and
Star Wars boasted both devoted fans and vociferous detractors, a look at the overall
financial success (or lack thereof) of these worlds allows us to consider the broader
cultural response to these worlds’ nostalgia and representation.
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The initial record-breaking success and the sudden cancellation of Roseanne make
it, paradoxically, a candidate for the most and least successful of 2020s revivals. Overall,
most revivals never matched the viewership of their original popularity. Some, such as
Gilmore Girls: A Year in the Life (2016), were created as limited series; and even longerlived revivals such as Will and Grace (2017-2020) and Fuller House (2016-2020) fizzled
out by the end of the 2010s. The problem of “staying power” in the revival trend may
suggest that the nostalgia driving these revivals possesses “a short shelf-life, as viewers
check back in to see how their old friends look, sound, and act, before remembering why
they said goodbye in the first place.”67 As one viewer commented:
I think reviving shows 20 years after they go off the air is a mistake. Our
tastes change, our bodies and minds change, we're all older, and the
historical circumstances that made the show or movie good then is not the
same as they are now… Although the show is the same, we aren't.68
The shelf-life of Star Wars has undeniably been longer-lasting; the franchise that
began in 1977 continues into the 2020s with the full force of Disney behind it: through
the building of Star Wars attractions in Disney’s theme parks, through the development
of original series for Disney+ such as The Mandalorian, and through plans for future
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films. Still, the 2010s trilogy weathered mixed reviews; and while all turned a profit, each
successive film after The Force Awakens has reaped fewer box-office returns.69
The performance of these revivals and reincarnations as commercial products, as
worlds not only made but also bought and sold, has several important implications for the
roles of nostalgia and representation in popular culture. To the question of shelf-life, one
can consider the ways in which nostalgia is sustained, and even manufactured, through
participatory fandom. The Star Wars franchise exemplifies this manufacture, capitalizing
on audience identifications with its characters and worlds through merchandized
opportunities to dress as a favorite character, drink coffee from a mug with a film’s
famous tagline, or visit theme-park replicas of its geographies. The spending of time, no
less than the spending of money, is part and parcel of the investment of audiences who
might then buy tickets to the next film, or a subscription to a streaming platform, such as
Disney+, that allows exclusive access to original content. In tandem with this financial
benefit, such expansions also serve to further blur the line between the worlds of the
page, screen, or stage and the lived worlds of fans.
Yet this manufactured nostalgia should not be construed as a deterministic force
that brings passive audiences along for the ride. Racism and misogyny notwithstanding,
the whitelash exhibited by some fans against a more diverse Star Wars is one example of
this. In spectator identification with white-centric worlds as normative, timeless, and

69

Devan Coggan and Tyler Aquilina, “Here's How Every Star Wars Movie Did at the Box Office,”
Entertainment Weekly, May 1, 2020, https://ew.com/movies/star-wars-movies-box-office-comparison/.

192

universal, nostalgia functions as a proprietary force, reacting to the performance of racial
diversity as a rebuke of an idealized past and as a threat to the status quo. Such
reactionary nostalgia may, as in Roseanne, allow for representations of race, gender, or
sexuality that portray cultural others as “just like us,” erasing difference. However, in the
refusal to identify with women, BIPOC, and queer people as protagonists, onscreen or
off, this backlash signals a reactionary nostalgia that longs to return to times when
straight white men held the central subject position (the role of “everyman”).
In contrast, representations of characters of color, women, and queer people in
these worlds worked to more fully reflect the diversity of their fandom. Many fans of
color, women and/or queer fans celebrated reincarnations that diversified previously
white heteropatriarchal worlds through a kind of counter-nostalgia. Adilifu Nama and
André Carrington describe an experience, as Black spectators, of having to access their
favorite speculative worlds through a disidentificatory fandom that placed their
enjoyment in tension with critical recognition of the structured absence, token presence,
or marginalization of Blackness and cultural otherness.70 As the work of BIPOC
performers and/or creators, reincarnations offered for these viewers a way beyond
disidentification or oppositional spectatorship—allowing some viewers to directly
identify with these iconic characters and worlds for the first time.71 To be clear, however,
the significance and potential power of centering diverse bodies, stories and perspectives
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in these worlds is not only that marginalized fans might see themselves reflected, but that
white heteronormativity would be decentered for all audiences, such that the cultural,
structural and material power of this marginalization is dismantled.
As a mode of temporal performativity, nostalgia represents more than a “black
and white” binary, in several senses. First, it is important to note that the intersections of
time with race extend beyond Blackness and whiteness, as scholars of “Brownness” such
as José Esteban Muñoz demonstrate;72 and the role of race in the construction of the
times also intersects with gender, sexuality, and class, as this chapter has shown.
Secondly, nostalgia itself is not as dichotomous as has been conveyed at times in this
chapter. It is fully possible not only to identify or counter-identify with the past, but to
disidentify with the past in a Muñozian sense: to feel and express a longing for one’s
history while also working on and against past structures of oppression and injustice. This
“both-and” approach is evident in Benjamin’s example of revolutionary action motivated
by solidarity with “enslaved ancestors,” in the ways fans might find their own ways into
worlds that exclude them, and in the creative, interpretive and performative worldmaking that not only breathes new life into old worlds, but breathes new worlds into life.
At the same time, a “both-and” approach to nostalgia must resist becoming a
“both sides” false equivalency that stymies liberative work. The reactionary nostalgia of
the U.S. imagined community that seeks to perpetuate whiteness is categorically different
from the counter-nostalgia that affirms Blackness and queerness; and the first does all in
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its power to suppress the second. As hegemonic nostalgia persists, in politics as well as in
popular culture, so revolutionary counter-nostalgia is needed to disrupt and displace the
reactionary nostalgia of white, heteropatriarchal worlds.
Like the Resistance of Star Wars, and the resistance of intersectional BIPOC-led
movements for liberation in the real world, revolutionary counter-nostalgia is a crucial
step in dismantling hegemonic narratives that historicize, mythologize, and sacralize time
to benefit some at the expense of others. Like the world-making of religion, the worldmaking of revivals and reincarnations could, and often did, reify hierarchies of power and
privilege. However, these worlds also allowed for critical reflection on the past and
alternative possibilities for the future that were revived, reincarnated and represented in
the now. Thus, while nostalgia must always contend with the ideological power of
hegemonic times, it can be reclaimed as a starting point for liberative hope.
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Chapter 4: Hamilton as Improvisational Memory Performance
On November 18, 2016, ten days after Donald Trump was elected to the office of
U.S. President, the Broadway cast of Hamilton: An American Musical took its curtain call
amid loud applause from the audience mixed with audible boos—apparently directed, not
at the performers, but at the departing presence of Vice President-elect Mike Pence from
the audience. Aware that Pence was present, actor Brandon Victor Dixon (Aaron Burr)
quieted the crowd and addressed Pence directly from the stage on behalf of the cast:
We, sir, are the diverse America who are alarmed and anxious that your
new administration will not protect us, our planet, our children, our
parents—or defend us and uphold our inalienable rights, sir. But we truly
hope that this show has inspired you to uphold our American values and
work on behalf of all of us. All of us. We truly thank you for sharing this
show—this wonderful American story told by a diverse group of men and
women of different colors, creeds, and orientations.1
The following day, President-elect Donald Trump responded on Twitter by
demanding an apology from the Hamilton cast for having “harassed” and been “very
rude” to Pence as “our wonderful future V.P.” and “a very good man.” Trump further
declared, “The Theater [sic] must always be a safe and special place.”2
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Eight months previously, on March 14, the presidential reception of Hamilton had
been markedly different. Then-President Barack Obama and First Lady Michelle Obama
had invited the original Broadway cast to the White House for a day of workshops and
performances for an audience that included students from local public schools.3 Obama’s
introduction to the event noted that Hamilton creator Lin-Manuel Miranda had first
performed an early version of the show’s opening number in 2009 at a White House
Poetry Jam, announcing the song as “about the life of somebody who embodies hip-hop:
Treasury Secretary Alexander Hamilton.” Regarding the completed musical, Obama said:
In this telling, rap is the language of revolution. Hip-hop is the back beat.
And in each brilliantly-crafted song we hear the debates that shaped our
nation and… are still shaping our nation… With a cast as diverse as
America itself, including the outstandingly talented women, the show
reminds us that this nation was built by more than just a few great men,
and that it is an inheritance that belongs to all of us… What our Founders
got started…it was just a start. It was just the beginning. That’s what
makes America so great: you finish the story.4
These dual (and dueling) presidential responses to Hamilton indicate the extent to
which this “American Musical” not only takes U.S. history as its subject, but has itself
become a piece of American cultural history. Hamilton portrays the times of the nation’s
founding and reflects the times within which it was formed, performed, and received.

rhetoric often decried political correctness, and his supporters have at times mocked the desire for “safe
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Created during the Obama era, and released into the times of Trump, Hamilton continued
to reverberate in American culture in timely, and newly resistant, ways.
In this chapter, I argue that Hamilton: An American Musical is a show about the
construction of American times that embodies temporal performativity and resistance, in
several senses. First, and most obviously, Hamilton is based on real events: the founding
of the United States and the life of Alexander Hamilton, the “ten-dollar founding father.”
Within this setting, Hamilton offers a deliberately anachronistic performance of the times
of the nation’s founding through musical styles (hip-hop, rap, and musical theater) and
vernacular speech drawn from the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. In this
way, Hamilton references not only the history of American politics, but also the history
of American popular culture, including specific musical and lyrical citations that appear
in its songbook. In so doing, Hamilton juxtaposes America’s mythical origin story with
popular narrative and artistic modes that have long addressed issues of race, gender, and
sexuality and have at times worked against dominant cultural narratives of the times.
I further argue that time itself, in an aesthetic, narrative, and performative critique
of the construction of U.S. history, is central to the world-making of Hamilton. Hamilton
ultimately functions not as a biography, nor as a historical fiction, but as a metanarrative
about the role of time in the national imaginary, examining how and by whom sacred
national histories and destinies are constructed. In the words of the show’s own lyrics,
Hamilton confronts its characters and audiences not only with historical questions of
“who lives [and] who dies,” but also with the historiographical question of “who tells
your story.” Furthermore, by reimaging the founders as BIPOC, and by highlighting the
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powerful and problematic legacies of those whom history “has its eyes on,” Hamilton
makes visible the seams of American history’s construction.
Finally, I contend with the timing of Hamilton, which in the 2010s became a
cultural touchstone intertwined with the shift in the American imagined community from
the Obama era to the Trump era. I do not see Hamilton as timeless; in fact, I argue the
opposite, that the play’s source material, and its own musical and narrative approaches,
are deliberately grounded in particular times and temporal perspectives. I do, however,
contend that Hamilton has been received as timely in a way not wholly anticipated by its
creators and producers. In reframing the founding of the nation as the work of
“immigrants [who] get the job done,” embodied by “a diverse group of men and women
of different colors, creeds, and orientations,” Hamilton has rippled out into American
times grappling with the rise of white nationalism and anti-immigration sentiment.
In what follows, I expand on this temporal analysis in the following ways. I first
address narrative and structural themes of time within the world of Hamilton. I then
review analyses of Hamilton by historians and popular critics concerned with questions
of the show’s historicity and genre. Placing these in conversation with Fred Moten’s
theory of improvisation and José Esteban Muñoz’s theory of memory performance, I
posit Hamilton as an improvisation on American history that queers national memory in
order to deconstruct “rich white guys’ history.” Finally, addressing the times that shaped
its reception, I posit Hamilton as a resistant reconfiguration of America’s sacred history
and destiny: a story of, by, and for an imagined community that celebrates immigrants
and BIPOC as the once and future foundation of the nation.
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“It’s Only a Matter of Time”: The Time and Times of Hamilton
My direct analysis of time in Hamilton comes from repeated listening to the
original cast recording, and my own viewing of two performances of the musical: one
live performance of the Chicago production in June 2019, and one August 2020 viewing
of the full-length production released for streaming by Disney+. This production (also
called #Hamilfilm) was created from footage of two different June 2016 performances by
the original Broadway cast. I note the times of my own engagement with Hamilton in
order to remain aware of how my access to the world of Hamilton as a listener, spectator
and fan, and my interpretive lens, have been shaped by my own embodied positionality in
time and by the privileges afforded to me as a white, educated, affluent Christian
American—one able to afford tickets to see the show in person, as well as one who
comes to Hamilton having long been able to see myself reflected in the national narrative.
By the time I began listening to the soundtrack in 2018, Hamilton had already
become a cultural juggernaut. Hamilton premiered on Broadway in August 2015 and
garnered eleven Tony Awards in 2016, including Best Musical, along with the 2016
Pulitzer Prize for Drama. The show’s success—to the tune of $500 million—led to
additional productions on London’s West End, in Chicago, and in Puerto Rico, along
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with national tours.5 An original cast recording was released in 2015, and 2016 saw the
production of The Hamilton Mixtape, which featured celebrity singers and rappers
covering the show’s songs. Disney reportedly paid $75 million for the rights to
#Hamilfilm, intending to release the film in movie theaters in 2021 before deciding, in
light of the COVID-19 pandemic, to release #Hamilfilm for streaming on July 3, 2020.6
I first grew interested in Hamilton as a potential case study for my dissertation
because of its focus on U.S. history and the intriguing temporal performativity at play in
the show’s choice to deliberately cast BIPOC to portray the white founders. As I began
my research and analysis, however, I found that time itself—and the times—is also a
recurring theme of the show in its characterization, narrative structure, and the styles and
forms of its music and lyrics.
The central characters of the show are historical rivals Alexander Hamilton and
Aaron Burr, whose relationship is characterized by their oppositional approaches to time.
Within Hamilton’s world, time is less an abstract concept than a concrete dimension of
life demanding a response, due to the pressing nature of living in revolutionary times
(“Look around, look around / at how lucky we are to be alive right now… / History is
happening”), and due to questions of legacy that link the American past to the present.
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Alexander Hamilton is presented as a decisive and divisive figure, who writes,
speaks, and otherwise operates “like he’s running out of time.” A poor and orphaned
immigrant from the Caribbean, Hamilton arrives in New York assured that “in New York
/ you can be a new man.” His success is fueled by, and later consumed by, his desire for a
legacy: “Lord help and forgive me / I want to build something that’s going to outlive
me.” This compulsion drives him, as Burr notes: “Hamilton never hesitates / he exhibits
no restraint / he takes and he takes and he takes and / he keeps winning anyway.”
Hamilton’s relentless pace, focused on the future, is also the fatal flaw that
renders him a tragic hero: his public admission of an affair ends his career in public
office; his son, Philip, challenges one of Hamilton’s critics to a duel and is killed; and
Hamilton himself is killed in a duel by Aaron Burr after years of one-upmanship. These
events, framed as consequences of Hamilton’s self-fulfilling prophecy that he is “running
out of time,” result in the fading of his legacy over time, as the ensemble notes: “Every
other founding father’s story gets told / Every other founding father gets to grow old.”
Burr, on the other hand, is characterized as a cautious and reticent figure
determined to “wait for it” (the title of his first solo number), to bide his time until his
path becomes clear. Burr is also a tragic figure, as foreshadowed in the opening number
when Burr introduces himself with “Me? / I’m the damn fool that shot him.” The second
number of the first act, “Aaron Burr, Sir,” depicts Hamilton’s first meeting of Burr, and
highlights the similarities in the characters’ stories even as it sets the stage for conflict.
Both are ambitious orphans; but while Hamilton openly wishes for war to prove himself,
Burr issues a caution: “Talk less / Smile more / don’t let them know what you’re against
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or what you’re for. / You want to get ahead? / Fools who run their mouths off wind up
dead… I’m with you, but the situation is fraught / you’ve got to be carefully taught.”
Burr alternately disdains Hamilton’s “non-stop” attitude and grudgingly admires
the results: Hamilton becomes Washington’s aide-de-camp during the war, then a
delegate to the Constitutional Convention, and finally the first Secretary of the Treasury.
Likewise, Hamilton calls Burr his “first friend,” but he also says to Burr, “I will never
understand you… / What are you waiting for? / What do you stall for?” In a pivotal plot
point, Hamilton helps his nemesis Jefferson to victory in the 1800 presidential election
because Burr’s caution and neutrality—the antithesis of Hamilton’s opinionated
heedlessness—leads Hamilton to conclude that “Jefferson has beliefs / Burr has none.”
As clearly as Miranda’s writing illustrates the differences between the two
characters, and as explicitly as Miranda identifies with the character he portrays, Miranda
revealed in one interview that he feels “an equal affinity with Burr… Burr is every bit as
smart as Hamilton, and every bit as gifted, and he comes from the same amount of loss as
Hamilton. But because of the way they are wired, Burr hangs back where Hamilton
charges forward.”7 Hamilton also provides nuance and depth to Burr’s characterization
through the interiority of “Wait for It,” in which Burr muses on the precarity and
capriciousness of fate and hints at the inward motivation for his caution:
Death doesn’t discriminate / between the sinners and the saints / it takes
and it takes and it takes and / we keep living anyway… and if there’s a
reason I’m still alive / when everyone who loved me has died / I’m willing
to wait for it… / I am the one thing in life I can control.
7
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That Miranda constructs the characters as complex foils, rather than as a
dichotomous hero/villain pairing, is illustrated in a narrative reversal in the second act.
As Burr finally identifies a goal (“I want to be in the room where it happens”), he takes a
series of increasingly decisive, even impulsive, actions: switching political parties to win
the Senate seat of Hamilton’s father-in-law; campaigning against Thomas Jefferson for
president; and challenging Hamilton to a duel when Hamilton’s endorsement of Jefferson
spells Burr’s defeat. As Burr recounts his duel with Hamilton, the accelerating tempo of
the music and dialogue lends an air of frantic desperation to his decision to shoot. As the
bullet leaves his gun, Burr sees Hamilton raise his gun skyward to waste his shot. Burr
futilely shouts out, “Wait!” in a bitter echo of his signature phrase; but it is too late.
Meanwhile, Hamilton’s characteristic impulsiveness comes to a head when he
embarks on an affair with Maria Reynolds, acquiesces to extortion by her husband, and
publishes a confession of his infidelity to clear his name of charges of embezzlement. His
son’s death is the climactic point at which his character’s performance of time shifts.
Hamilton slows down: retreating from public life, emerging only when pressed for his
advice in the 1800 election, and agreeing to the subsequent duel with Burr reluctantly.
Miranda has noted that before the real duel, “in an act of genius, or fuck-youitivism,”
Hamilton wrote letters declaring his intent to waste his shot, laying the blame at Burr’s
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feet in the case of his death, so that “in the one moment where it counted the most,
Hamilton was cautious and Burr was reckless.”8
In Miranda’s vision, then, the tensile relationship between Burr and Hamilton is
expressed as a performative tension between seizing time and weighing time. Neither
approach to time is absolute; both carry benefits and risks. Looking back regretfully on
Hamilton’s death, Burr surmises that by failing in the crucial moment to “wait for it,” he
instead “paid for it” by becoming “the villain in your history.” Burr’s conclusion,
however, is not that he was wrong and Hamilton was right, nor that one mode of temporal
performativity is good and one evil, but rather that he “should’ve known the world was
wide enough for both Hamilton and me.” Since Hamilton is always already addressing an
American you, whose history Burr is telling (as in “the villain in your history”), this
ending seems to advocate a similar both/and temporal approach to future Americans.
The two-act structure of Hamilton is loosely chronological, but it diverges from a
linear narrative in several significant ways. Hamilton bookends its narrative events with a
prologue and epilogue by the ensemble, who explicitly frame the narrative as a historical
retelling, and who situate the show in its times by periodically announcing the year. The
opening number, “Alexander Hamilton,” posits a temporality that is at once past, present,
and future: the ensemble recounts Hamilton’s childhood in the past tense, announces
Hamilton’s arrival in New York as a happening in the immediate present (“Ship is in the
harbor now / See if you can spot him”) and reaches back from an ambiguous future:
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“Alexander Hamilton / We are waiting in the wings for you / You never backed down /
You never learned to take your / Time.”
The script also includes numerous instances of characters within the narrative
who step “out of time” by recognizing the events of their present as a developing archive
for future historians. Aaron Burr, who serves as the show’s narrator in addition to
interacting within the world of the show as a character, frequently breaks the fourth wall.
Hamilton also positions himself in relation to current and future history as he predicts his
role in the revolution to come: “Enter me (he says in parentheses) / Don’t be shocked
when your history book mentions me… eventually, you’ll see my ascendancy.” George
Washington later warns Hamilton of something like what José Muñoz has called the
“burden of liveness,”9 entreating Hamilton to act as though the future is already
conscious of him—which, for the audience, is a present reality:
Let me tell you what I wish I’d known / when I was young and dreamed
of glory / You have no control / Who lives, who dies, who tells your
story / I know that we can win / I know that greatness lies in you / but
remember from here on in / History has its eyes on you.
Eliza’s relationship to Hamilton and to the show is also structured through her
relation to the historical narrative. As a pregnant young wife, she pleads to Hamilton to
“let me be a part of the narrative / The story they will write someday”; in the wake of his
public betrayal, Eliza burns Hamilton’s letters and declares, “I’m removing myself from
the narrative / Let future historians wonder how Eliza reacted when you broke her heart.”
Eliza and Hamilton eventually reconcile; and in the final number, “Who Lives, Who
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Dies, Who Tells Your Story,” Eliza returns, declares, “I put myself back in the narrative,”
and recounts for Hamilton the ways she worked to preserve his legacy in the fifty years
she lived after his death, led by imagining “what would you do if you only had time.”
The ensemble harmonizes on each singing of the word “time” and repeats the refrain,
“who tells your story,” thus underscoring the twin themes of time and of history as a
telling—as a human narrative construction rather than a static archive. Eliza’s final line
could also serve as my thesis for Hamilton: “It’s only a matter of time.”
These structural and narrative choices obviously break the fourth wall of the stage
through direct address to the audience; but they also break a temporal fourth wall by
disrupting the linearity of the show’s narrative. As characters alternately address one
another in the present, address an imagined future audience, and speak from a
retrospective perspective, the effect is a non-linear narrative that flows in and out of time.
Time is further represented and disrupted through the stage set, which consists of
a rough brick and timber scaffolding that renders the construction of history in literal and
visible terms. A key feature of the set is a large central turntable embedded in the stage
floor, which is used at various points in the choreography to enhance actors’ movements,
to shift audience points of view, and imbue the narrative with a visual sense of the
dynamic flow of time. This last function includes the use of slow motion, pausing time
within the show, or even rewinding time. In “Satisfied,” for example, the turntable is used
to rewind the previous scene (the love story of Hamilton and his wife Eliza) and replay
this scene from the alternate point of view of Angelica Schuyler, Eliza’s sister, who also
desires Hamilton, but who sets this love aside in order to introduce Hamilton to her sister.
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The reworking of time in this song functions to alert audiences to the fact that Hamilton
has a romantic connection with both sisters; it also offers foreshadowing about the nature
of Hamilton’s eventual downfall: “he will never be satisfied.”
Finally, time is also present in the musical styles and forms utilized in Hamilton
in ways that act citationally to reference the histories of American musical theater and
hip-hop. Miranda sampled lyrics from Broadway hits South Pacific and Pirates of
Penzance, and he modeled his use of Burr as narrator and foil after the character of Judas
in Jesus Christ Superstar. The strategic use of reprised melodies and phrases throughout
the show is styled after Les Misérables; and the style of “What’d I Miss?”, which
introduces character Thomas Jefferson, is intended to emphasize the age and generational
difference between Jefferson and Hamilton by using jazz rather than hip-hop. Hamilton
similarly references the history of 1990s hip-hop in the show, including two moments—
Hamilton’s spelling of his name in “My Shot” and the number “The Ten Duel
Commandments”—that are callbacks to the work of Christopher Wallace, the New York
rapper known as Notorious B.I.G. or “Biggie,” a major figure of the 1990s East CoastWest Coast hip-hop feud until his drive-by-shooting death at age 24.10
In particular, the resonances between rap battles and cabinet battles, “drive-bys”
and duels, and the larger common theme of the game-changing talents and untimely
deaths of some of America’s “young, scrappy and hungry” creators, are deliberate
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creative choices by Miranda that reflect the times of his own upbringing and the
convergence in his own life of Broadway and hip-hop as seemingly disparate cultural
influences. The long-dominant whiteness of Broadway’s “Great White Way,” and the
emergence of hip-hop and rap as musical languages expressing Black American
experiences, have both enjoyed enormous cultural influence in American popular culture,
but arguably for different audiences—a reminder that it is more accurate to speak of
popular cultures in the plural.
Miranda’s professed aim in Hamilton is not only to bridge the styles, repertoires
and audiences of musical theater and hip-hop, but also to bridge the times of America’s
founding, Miranda’s present, and his imagined future audiences. For example, Miranda
says of his choice to frame Hamilton’s duels through Wallace’s “Ten Crack
Commandments” that
having it be something so loved by hip-hop fans was also a way of saying
that these folks from long ago were doing the same things that Biggie was
talking about fifteen years ago… it’s a song about illegal activity, and how
it works… And we’re both stealing the structure from Moses.11
It is not my intention to suggest that Hamilton is about time to the exclusion of all
other narrative themes. Immigrant experiences, the problematic decision to exclude
enslaved people and women from the freedoms enshrined in the new nation’s laws, the
parallels between political debates then and now, or the human themes of ambition,
desire, betrayal, forgiveness, and grief—all of these, and more, are addressed within the
world of Hamilton. My argument is not that all else is subsumed under the role of time,
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but that time and/as the times is a primary lens through which Hamilton’s world-making
occurs: as a performance rooted in American history, grounded in the familiar sounds of
certain times, and bound to a temporal beat, meter, rhythm, and running time.
The stylistic, narrative, and structural temporalities of Hamilton are of central
importance not only to the world within the show, but also to the world in which it is
performed and received. Hamilton imagines a temporal bridge—from past, to present, to
future—and also a bridge from the stage to the world that invites audiences, too, into the
world-making of the nation. This is evident in the sentiment Hamilton voices in his final
soliloquy immediately before his death: “What is a legacy? / It’s planting seeds in a
garden / you never get to see. / I wrote some notes at the beginning of a song someone
will sing for me. / America, you great unfinished symphony! / You sent for me.” In what
follows, I examine how various audiences have accepted, and interpreted, this invitation.
History, Founders’ Chic, Fan-fiction, or Other?
From popular culture blogs to peer-reviewed academic journals, one frequent
question asked of Hamilton is its relation to the “facts” of U.S. history. Hamilton’s wellpublicized use of Ron Chernow’s 2004 biography as source material, and the show’s use
as a pedagogical tool in U.S. educational settings, have led to questions of what Hamilton
essentially is, what it does with history, and how it is interpreted by its various publics.
Nancy Isenberg is one of a number of historians who have decried Hamilton’s
factual inaccuracies and accused the show of a false characterization of Hamilton as a
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progressive hero in contrast to Burr, who is reduced to an amoral, opportunistic foil.12
Isenberg’s commitment to debunking Hamilton-as-history is useful in fleshing out
specific ways that Hamilton diverges from historical events: for example, in the show’s
emphasis on Hamilton’s abolitionist tendencies and the ostensible feminism of the
Schuyler sisters, while downplaying the real-life Hamilton’s role in managing the slaves
owned by his father-in-law, and his support for using women and children as cheap labor.
Isenberg’s analysis also offers some incisive points, including framing Miranda’s work as
a symbol for the age of Obama… [whose] Hamilton is given Obama-like
qualities: He is superior (a genius), pragmatic (concerned with finance,
credit, and banks), stubborn (unrelenting and contentious)… [and] a hip,
multicultural pop star. By this calculation, if Hamilton is Obama-esque,
then the American Dream is possible.13
Isenberg, among others, reads Hamilton as an example of “founders chic,” a
nostalgic trend that shores up the heroic saga of the nation’s founding while glossing over
its serious faults—including the maintenance of slavery as well as the lack of rights for
women.14 In response, Isenberg advocates historical critique as a necessary counterbalance in order to “make the cultural producers of popular history more accountable…
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[and] teach the public about what distinguishes real scholarship from popular versions,”
lest that public remain “cheerleaders of American exceptionalism.”15
The problem with Isenberg’s critique is not the accuracy of the historical
corrective she offers; moreover, her points about the potential reification of American
exceptionalism are well-taken. However, her broader concerns about Hamilton’s
reception as history by naïve publics largely rests on a deterministic view of theater as a
fantasy world in which the past is wrapped in the warm glow of illusion… [that]
is more manipulative than fact-based historical prose, because its goal is not to be
objective, but to make the audience repress rationality and indulge in the
seductive power of playfulness.16
Isenberg’s deterministic characterization of the medium of theater suggests a
transmission model of communication. Her implication that audiences passively accept
Hamilton as a historical text in place of “fact-based” history is espoused in terms of the
excesses of the flesh (i.e. indulgence, seduction, and play) in opposition to the superior
capacities of the mind (i.e. rationality), suggesting a firm scholar/spectator divide that is
reminiscent of religion’s scholar/practitioner divide, which scholars such as Aisha Belisode Jesús and Robert Orsi have pointed out is shaped by racialized as well as class-based
assumptions.17 In this, Isenberg’s argument also rests on a view of history as an academic
discipline that is as uncritical as her view of theater is reductionist.
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Curiously, Isenberg goes on to support her argument with an analogy that
compares Hamilton’s “fairytale world” to Singin’ in the Rain, a film which Isenberg
notes featured some of her “favorite dancers,” but which Isenberg as a viewer and fan
“would never confuse… with an accurate history of early Hollywood.”18 This begs the
question: if Isenberg recognizes her own capabilities as a spectator to enjoy a filmic
world set in a constructed past without confusing this construction with the real thing,
why does she assume that Hamilton’s audiences do not share this capability? The
evidence she presents for audiences accepting Hamilton as fact comprises a few specific
citations of media reviews; her insistence that “theater lovers on the Internet ardently
defend the production as a genuine article of history” is not supported with any
examples.19 Moreover, her generalizing portrayal of theater as an illusory, manipulative,
and seductive force that works to “make the audience repress rationality” does not take
into account theater’s satirical, subversive, and counter-cultural potentialities. It also does
not allow for the phenomenon of audiences as counterpublics, knowingly and critically
engaging with popular culture narratives through interpretation.
I contend that many audiences are quite capable of distinguishing Hamilton from
a straightforward “factual” historical retelling—and that they do. The show’s use of hiphop, rap and other modern musical genres to tell its story, as well as its deliberate casting
of Black, Latinx and multiracial actors, are immediate and clear signs that Hamilton is
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intended as a reinvention and reimagining of history rather than a replication. Even
Isenberg does not suppose that Hamilton claims as fact that George Washington was
Black, or that his cabinet discussions took the form of rap battles; therefore, to meet
Isenberg’s characterization, audiences would have already had to take an interpretive step
and to recognize the presence of fantasy within the show.20
One popular analysis, by critic Aja Romano, posits Hamilton as an example of the
genre of fan fiction, arguing that many fans of Hamilton recognize it as a “transformative
work” that offers “a liminal space in which fans and performers talk back to historicity
itself,” and that “interrogates the mythos of the American dream, tearing down the idea
that ‘America’ emerged from a single cultural identity that belongs only to white
European immigrants and their descendants.”21 I propose that what Isenberg views as an
insurmountable abyss between fact and fantasy in Hamilton can in fact be bridged by just
this kind of deeper consideration of Hamilton’s liminal temporalities, which mediate the
show’s transformative potential to “talk back” to U.S. history.
In this vein, Stuart M. McManus argues that Miranda reconfigures Alexander
Hamilton as a type of “Nuyorican” immigrant figure, such that Hamilton interweaves the
national origin story of the U.S. with “a certain type of [Latinx] American experience
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based on a generalized geographical origin story and the idea (if not the reality) of
immigration, which defines identity and, in turn, historical consciousness.”22 McManus
sees this not as an ahistorical remaking of the Hamilton of history, as Isenberg contends,
but rather a telling that gestures through analogy to the concrete and material fact, often
elided in dominant U.S. historical narratives, that “Latinx history is American history.”23
Andie Silva and Shereen Inayatulla analyze their spectatorship of Hamilton as
“non-white immigrants” to the U.S. and posit a Hamilton that similarly talks back to and
interrogates the historical U.S. narrative of “rich white guys’ history” by queering the
linearity of history itself. In this view, Hamilton becomes
less a glance back at a historical figure and more a future projection of an
immigrant ‘messiah’ of sorts, a person of Othered origins who (re)defines
US nationhood in significant ways (for better or for worse). Or, perhaps,
this musical is neither historical nor futuristic but exists in an unknowable,
unplottable moment… [exemplifying] the kinds of immigrant time/space
travel that make visible our own agency, told in our own voice.24
These arguments—Isenberg’s historical critique, Romano’s analysis through the
generic lens of fan fiction, McManus’s study of the show’s Latinx resonances, and Silva
and Inayatulla’s reading of Hamilton as temporally “unplottable”—are all, in various
ways, concerned with the intersections of temporality with performance and identity.
Each links the construction of individual identity-in-history with national history—as
22
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Hamilton itself does. And, despite widely differing conclusions, all recognize that
Hamilton engages in a temporal performativity that is as much about the present times of
the world off stage as it is with the time on stage, or the times of the nation’s founding.
These scholars also raise questions of how performances of individual and
national identity in American popular culture are linked to race, gender, and sexuality,
and to the time(s) of performance. This particular intersection is the specialty of theorists
Fred Moten and José Esteban Muñoz. I next consider these scholars’ respective theories
of improvisation and memory performance to consider Hamilton’s artistic performance as
an improvisation of history and a memory performance that resists hegemonic times.
Moten, Muñoz, and Miranda: Improvisation and Memory Performance
Fred Moten and José Esteban Muñoz, onetime faculty colleagues at NYU’s Tisch
School of the Arts, both address questions of structural identity with politics in mind.
However, rather than consider identity primarily in terms of its relation to the state,
through the laws and policies of identity politics, Moten and Muñoz reach the realm of
the political through a focus on the aesthetic and performative contours of identity.
Works such as Moten’s In The Break and Muñoz’s The Sense of Brown are concerned
with the look, sound, and feel (in both the tactile sense of “feel” and the affective or
emotional sense of “feeling”) of identities lived in contrast and resistance to hegemonic
norms, especially in the intersections of art with life. Both center the perspectives of what
Muñoz terms “minoritarian” identities, though each has a particular focus related to their
own embodied positionality: for Moten, Blackness and the Black radical tradition; for
Muñoz, queerness and Latinx-ness, a queer of color or “Brown” sensibility.
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For the purposes of this project, this chapter focuses on two particular theories of
Moten and Muñoz that relate identity performance to temporality, which can aid in the
analysis of what kind of temporal performativity is at play (so to speak) in Hamilton. The
first is Moten’s theory of improvisation, which he links—in a kind of improvisation of
Freud—to the “freedom drive” of Black radical traditions. The second is Muñoz’s theory
of memory performance as a type of queer disidentificatory stance toward the past,
performed in the present, toward certain futures.
Moten’s improvisational theory is drawn from and rooted in his study of jazz,
famous for the “breaks” in which individual musicians perform solos. It may seem
paradoxical, even nonsensical, to posit Hamilton as in any way an improvisation,
considering the extent to which a pre-written lyrical and orchestral book is performed by
a preselected cast and crew who meticulously plan and rigorously rehearse all aspects of
the show: singing and choreography, blocking and lighting, and the design, construction,
and use of sets, props, and costumes. Yet, as Moten notes, “improvisation” is a
performative action that contains its own paradox, signifying extemporaneity (as the
absence of, or freedom from, provision) while also responding to what has come before:
Improvisation is already an improvisation of improvisation: through the
oppositions implicit in the etymology, through the proscriptive and
differential temporality of those oppositions; on the one hand, anarchic
and ungrounded, opening a critique of traditions and Tradition, and on the
other hand, no simple and naive, unplanned and nonhistorically driven,
inscription; on the one hand, the very essence of the visionary, the spirit of
the new, an organizational planning of and in free association that
transforms the material, and on the other hand, manifest in and as the
material. Thus improvisation is never manifest as a kind of pure
presence—it is not the multiplicity of present moments just as it is not
governed by an ecstatic temporal frame wherein the present is subsumed
by past and future. Improvisation must be understood, then, as a matter of
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sight and as a matter of time, the time of a look ahead whether that looking
is the shape of a progressivist line or rounded, turned. The time, shape,
and space of improvisation is constructed by and figured as a set of
determinations in and as light, by and through the illuminative event. And
there is no event, just as there is no action, without music.25
I quote Moten at length here because I find that this passage, musing on the nature
of improvisation in an expansive and lyrical way rather than a delimiting and prosaic one,
reflects the performative style that is part and parcel of Moten’s theory. As a guiding
definition for improvisation, it also resonates with Hamilton in a number of key points.26
There are a number of ways Hamilton could be viewed as improvisational. While
the lyrics, melodies, and beats of the show are prewritten and preplanned, the very nature
of performance makes Hamilton a dynamic, rather than static, body. The stylistic origins
of Hamilton’s spoken word/rap approach have been attributed to the improv genre, and to
Miranda’s experience as co-founder of improv rap troupe Freestyle Love Supreme, an
ensemble which also includes Hamilton’s director Thomas Kail and actor Christopher
Jackson (who originated George Washington in Hamilton’s Broadway debut).27
Hamilton may also be considered an improvisation in the sense that “as with any
performance, but especially in musical theater, there is not a stable text for analysis at the
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heart of the show.”28 Hamilton exists not only in the multiple iterations of its different
performances, productions, and casts; it also extends to an original soundtrack, to The
Hamilton Mixtape, to a published and annotated libretto, and to a plethora of commentary
offered by Miranda and other cast members, in interviews and on social media. This is
one apt example of why I have found it helpful to employ the concept of world-making in
analysis of popular culture, rather than that of text or artwork: to study a work like
Hamilton as a “world” allows us to more broadly consider its manifold presences in
popular culture over time, and the interactivity of creators, performers, and audiences in
the ongoing recreation of this world.
For example, in my own comparative analyses of listening to Hamilton’s
soundtrack and viewing live and recorded performances, I noted moments in which the
performances of both cast and audience played an improvisational role in the show’s feel.
In the “Battle of Yorktown” number, a structured pause after the lyric, “immigrants / we
get the job done,” was inserted as an applause break into the show’s instrumental score
because of the often-uproarious response of Broadway audiences to the line (which can
be heard in the #Hamilfilm recording). At the Chicago performance I attended, this pause
garnered little response, creating a moment that felt to me like the awkward antithesis of
Moten’s break. The ending of the Chicago performance was also different from that of
the #Hamilfilm performance: as Broadway’s original Eliza, Philippa Soo ended the
filmed 2016 performance by lifting her tear-filled gaze upward, clasping her arms to her
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chest, and emitting an rapturous cry. In contrast, the actor portraying Eliza at the Chicago
performance (Ta-Tynisa Wilson) peered out intently at the audience, reached out with
one hand, and took an audible inward breath—as if to speak—before the stage went dark.
The first difference, a lack of applause in a moment structured for and anticipating
applause, is a matter of audience reception that could be considered improvisational, in
the sense that the communal lack of response was unplanned. I can only speculate as to
the possible reasons for this difference. In 2019, Hamilton was four years old, and the
Chicago production had been running for three years; in other words, this was not an
opening night audience of super-fans, and the majority of the audience may not have
been familiar enough with the score to anticipate the expected response. It is also possible
that the pro-immigrant sentiment of this line sounded differently in Chicago in 2019,
landing as it did in the third year of Trump’s escalating anti-immigration rhetoric and
policies, and in a city with a large immigrant population. The line may have sounded
defiant rather than triumphant, prompting wistfulness and grief (or anger) through its
signification of a national acceptance and embrace of immigrants that has grown ever
further out of reach. Whatever the reasons, the times likely played a role.
The second difference (the two Elizas) is a matter of acting choice, but it may also
reflect the difference in times between 2016 and 2019. Soo’s upward gaze and awe-filled
expression might reference the spiritual plane, as in Hamilton’s previous mention of
seeing loved ones waiting for him “on the other side.” This interpretation could also help
explain the posthumous reappearance of Hamilton in this final scene, who takes Eliza’s
hand and leads her to the spot at which her revelatory cry takes place. Wilson’s gaze and
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gesture, in contrast, are directed to the horizontal plane; and her comportment is of
someone drawing breath to speak—and perhaps to speak out. I saw these performances
“out of order”; but even in reverse, the difference suggested to me a similar shift in the
times from liberal complacency to increasing urgency. If the Hamilton of June 2016
presented its diverse nation as having arrived, as a destiny fulfilled and embodied in
President Obama (and perhaps to be carried on by the nation’s first female president),
then by 2019—in one nation, under Trump, divisible—Hamilton offered a call to
resistance against a resurgent white supremacism embodied in the Trump administration.
Therefore, even in a pre-scripted world such as Hamilton, there is room for performances
of improvisation, which can be shaped by and can reflect shifting times.
For Moten, improvisation offers a “differential temporality” of a critique of
tradition that is itself historically rooted, and a transformation of material that is itself
“manifest in and as the material.” This description is also a useful framework for thinking
about the materiality of Miranda’s casting, and its embodying of resistance to hegemonic
times. Hamilton’s casting may first be seen as symbolic of a reclaiming of a material
place in U.S. history by Americans of color, through the embodying of the founders by
actors of color, during the times of the nation’s first Black president—timing that
prompted one critic to remark on the historical significance of witnessing “our first Black
president [seeing] our first president, Black.”29 At the same time, Miranda’s casting is
also strategic, creating bankable roles for BIPOC actors who have been traditionally shut

29

Ariel Nereson, “Hamilton’s America: An Unfinished Symphony with a Stutter (Beat),” American
Quarterly 68, no. 4 (December 2016): 1056. https://doi.org/10.1353/aq.2016.0080.

221

out of, or underrepresented in, the white-centric repertoire of American musical theater.
As Manuel has said of his own experience as a Latinx actor and creator, “When I get
called in for stuff for Hollywood, I get to be the best friend of the Caucasian lead… If I
want to play the main guy, I have found, I have to write it.”30
Moten insists that improvisation does not “manifest as pure presence,” as the
“multiplicity of present moments”; and this is also true of Hamilton-as-improvisation. I
read Moten’s argument against pure presence/present-ness as a critique of theorists who
have located the ultimate meaning of performance as rooted in its live-ness, deliberately
or indirectly elevating the “now” in potentially ahistorical ways that may fail to account
for how race, class, and gender constrain the liberative potentialities of the “now” for
many people—for example, how “liveness” may be a privilege for some queer bodies
(such as gay white men) but a totalizing burden for others (such as queers of color).
It is therefore illustrative to consider how improvisation, through performance and
through audience reception, troubles the notion of pure presence through a kind of
resistance to purity, a notion that resonates with Benjamin’s withering of the aura of art in
the age of reproduction, and perhaps also with Halberstam’s queer art of failure.
Improvisation could be said to queer the notion of pure presence in order to enable
consideration of the potential liberative value of impurity: of a withered aura or failure of
“pure” presence that can simultaneously deconstruct norms and enable relational
alternatives—other presents. In religious terms, this could be figured paradoxically as a
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demythological move, even as a deconsecration of sacred norms, that at the same time
acts to incarnate, or make immanent, liberative possibilities held within counterpublics.
In this sense, Hamilton is decidedly not “pure” presence—nor is it pure history or pure
future—but it is presence nonetheless, not “subsumed” by past or future.
Also notable is Moten’s linking of sight, time, and music, as mutually constitutive
elements of the “illuminative event” that stands within the present but responds to both
the past and the future. For Moten, this may be either the “progressivist line” of modern
Western temporality or the “rounded, turned” resistance to linearity—especially when
that resistance is confronting the role of linearity and teleology in reifying hegemonic
constructions of a sacred past or destined future. Hamilton offers both a progressivist and
a rounded temporality, a vision set to music. This music, and the performances of its
diverse cast, form the “illuminative event” in which the whiteness and nativism typically
ascribed to the founders—and the heteropatriarchal overtones of how this narrative has
particularly centered the founding fathers—is deconsecrated, and reincarnated, in
Blackness, Brownness, and immigrant-ness.
Hamilton does not, it should be noted, fully deconsecrate the notion of the
individual founders as great men, nor does it ultimately aim to dismantle the sacred
narrative of the once and future “greatness” of the nation. It does aim to desacralize the
ontological “rich white guys’” focus of U.S. history, to reassign the sacrality or aura of
the U.S. narrative to the nation’s diversity as source of its greatness, and to acknowledge
that the founding American vision of freedom and equality is still not yet a reality for all
of the members of the body of the nation—and for all American bodies.
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This is the spirit of lyrics in “The Battle of Yorktown” that point to unresolved
racial issues of the new nation that linger beyond independence, such as “We’ll never be
free until we end slavery” and “Black and white soldiers wonder alike if this really means
freedom / Not yet.” These looks ahead gesture beyond the now of the Battle of Yorktown,
and even beyond the post-Civil Rights, post-Obama now of the show, toward the now of
its audiences. This is especially true in times in which, as Michelle Alexander notes,
slavery has not actually been abolished so much as it has been revamped in the U.S.
prison system.31 It also rings true in the times of ICE detentions of would-be immigrants,
refugees and asylees at the southern border of the U.S., including the stripping of infants
and children from their parents. In these times, movements such as Black Lives Matter
still answer “not yet” to the question of whether the nation “really means freedom.” Still,
activists, academics, organizers, and others persist in collaborating in a world-making for
justice. Moten’s “freedom drive” continues to drive and to inspire improvisation.
Like Moten’s improvisational theory, José Esteban Muñoz’s theory of memory
performance also examines performances in the present that gesture toward alternative
futures. Where Moten’s greater emphasis is on the look ahead, however, Muñoz focuses
on the role of memory performance as a kind of critical and imaginative look back that
can create a counternarrative for “the minoritarian subject who cannot perform normative
citizenship and thus has no access to the standardized narratives of national cultural
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memory.”32 For Muñoz, queer memory performances can introduce counternarratives
that “not only help us imagine a future queer world, but also actually achieve a new
counterpublic formation in the present through lived performance praxis.”33 Thus the
look back of memory performance is intimately linked to the present and future, in ways
that also invoke Muñoz’s theories of queer world-making.
As a theorist working at the intersections of race, sexuality, and performance in
connection to world-making, Muñoz is clear that the memory performances he has in
mind are queer in a broad sense, as anti-hegemonic and relational in non-normative ways:
We need to remember this prior time not as a nostalgic escape, but as an
enabler of critiquing the present. Performances of memory remember,
dream, recite a self, and reassert agency in a world that challenges and
constantly attempts to snuff out subaltern identities. Memory
performances deploy affective narratives of self, ways of being from the
past, in the service of questioning the future, a future without annihilating
epidemics, both viral and ideological… such performances amplify and
transmit these recitations of dreams and contribute to a project of setting
up counterpublics—communities and relational chains of resistance that
contest the dominant public sphere.34
In this way, Muñoz’s memory performances share common resonances with
Moten’s improvisations, particularly in their aims: both could be said to be founded in
and fueled by a freedom drive toward a future “without annihilating epidemics, both viral
and ideological.” The “epidemic” to which Muñoz alludes is the AIDS pandemic of the
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1980s and 1990s; but his description is equally applicable to epidemics of anti-Blackness
and white supremacism in present times, and certainly to the viral COVID-19 pandemic
that has also disproportionately annihilated BIPOC, people doing the “essential” work of
low-wage labor, and people living without the economic or structural means to socially
distance themselves from others—not to mention shuttering theaters worldwide.
There are, to borrow from Candice Jenkins, some signifying differences between
Moten and Muñoz as well. Moten’s work addresses race specifically through Black
radical traditions and Blackness as a performative mode; and while most of Hamilton’s
key characters are typically played by Black or biracial actors, Hamilton’s immigrant
identity and his portrayal by Latinx actors—at least in the Broadway and Chicago
productions—imbue this character more with what Muñoz has termed Brownness, or
latinidad. Additionally, the “ways of being from the past” that Muñoz describes, as a
slight shift in focus from the liveness implied by Moten’s improvisation theory, is helpful
in considering not only the improvisational nuances and signifying differences of
Hamilton, but its relation of performative “ways of being” that is from the past of the
founders but not wholly of that past, allowing for “recitations of dreams” that help to
form (without fully determining) relational communities and networks of resistance.
If minoritized bodies, stories and communal/cultural identities lack access to
national cultural memory through a totalizing focus on the founders as “rich white guys,”
Hamilton’s casting can be considered an attempt to provide that access; but this argument
is not without complications. For one, Miranda has been accused of “Blackwashing” U.S.
history by casting Black and Brown actors in the role of white historical figures while
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failing to include the stories, voices and experiences of real Black, Brown, or Native
people from the time of the founders. Lyra Monteiro, for example, points out that in a
number sung by Burr about a backroom dinner meeting between Hamilton, Jefferson and
Madison, Burr’s assertion that “no one else was in the room where it happened” glosses
over the fact that unnamed servers, likely slaves, certainly would have been in the room.35
On the other hand, Muñoz’s point stands: physical presence in history does not
guarantee access to the dominant narratives of that history. Burr’s claim that “no one else
was there” can therefore be read as a commentary on power, not only physical presence.
Moreover, while the founders themselves were of European descent, BIPOC in the U.S.
today are not merely symbolic descendants of the founders but also, in many cases, actual
genealogical descendants of Washington, Jefferson, and the rest.36 Taken together with
Hamilton’s mode of talking back to the past and ahead to the future, this suggests that
BIPOC are also “there” in the stories of the founders; such that, as a memory
performance, Hamilton “is a story about America then, told by America now.”37
The role of the “here and now” of performers, and the audience, is a fraught
temporal space for Muñoz, prone to totalizing attempts to “snuff out subaltern identities”
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through forced assimilation, negation, or destruction. Yet Muñoz also recognizes the
power and potentiality of the now, especially as a breaking in or enacting of the future in
the present as moments of liberative alternative possibilities: “queer futures” or “queer
worlds.” This is also the work of memory performance: “the double gesture of
interrogating the past, while not collapsing under the gravitational pull of nostalgia, helps
us to grasp its importance to the formulation of a politicized self in the here and now.”38
It is here that the question should be asked: does Hamilton succeed in this double
gesture? Perhaps not entirely. The question of “Blackwashing” and the omission of Black
and Native historical perspectives from Hamilton’s world is one example of this; but
there are additional points of contention. Some scholarly and popular criticism of
Hamilton has identified a general sense in which Miranda’s vision preserves, or at least
does not thoroughly interrogate, an underlying narrative of American exceptionalism.
These critics note that, like many other retellings of the nation’s beginnings, Hamilton
centers on the founders and other notable figures, a choice that does not move the story of
America’s founding much beyond the myth of a nation’s reliance on the exceptional
genius and creative power of the sacred pantheon of “founding fathers”—the founders as
world-makers—while overlooking countless lesser-known figures whose ideas, labor,
and very bodies were foundation stones for the construction of the nation. Moreover, by
highlighting Hamilton’s “young, scrappy and hungry” intellect and drive as the sole
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means of his ascent to wealth, social status, and political power, Hamilton does not fully
resist the gravitational pull of nostalgia for the American dream of success (and access)
achieved by individuals through hard work and sheer pluck.
Some have also critiqued Hamilton’s critical interrogations and resistance to
nostalgia when it comes to representations of gender and sexuality. Two central female
characters, Eliza and Angelica Schuyler, have prominent roles; and a popular first act
number introduces these Schuyler sisters (“and Peggy,” the third sister) with verses such
as “We hold these truths to be self-evident / that all men are created equal. / But when I
meet Thomas Jefferson / I’m’a compel him to include women in the sequel.” Another
wink to the realities of gender norms in the times comes during the election of 1800, as
candidate Aaron Burr says, “It’s 1800, ladies / Tell your husbands, ‘Vote for Burr!’”
However, scholars such as Philip Gentry and Tia Marie Harvey have noted that in
a musical framework in which rap is used to express power, it is notable that among the
cast “men mostly rap, women mostly sing.”39 Every female character (ensemble
excepted) is also primarily defined by her familial or sexual relationship to Hamilton.
Additionally, the portrayal of Hamilton’s affair with Maria Reynolds, in the song “Say
No to This,” has also been viewed by some audiences as problematic. Hamilton recounts
a night when Maria Reynolds comes to him at his home for help, calling him a “man of
honor” and claiming abuse and desertion by her husband. The song depicts Reynolds
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initiating sex: “She turned red / she led me to the bed / let her legs spread and said /
‘Stay.’” Hamilton’s response: “Lord, help me say no to this / I don’t know how to say no
to this / But my God, she looks so helpless / and her body’s saying, ‘Hell, yes!’”
There is some evidence to suggest that Hamilton is deliberately positioned as an
unreliable narrator here. Burr cedes narration to Hamilton with: “Alexander’s by himself
/ I’ll let him tell it,” emphasizing that the ensuing narrative comes from Hamilton’s inworld point of view rather than the Greek chorus perspective of Burr (and the ensemble,
who chastises Hamilton throughout with choruses of “No!” and “Say no to this!”) The
detail of Reynolds’ reddened face is also a crack in the façade of Reynolds’ construction
as a temptress; considering the vulnerabilities she names and the material constraints
faced by women in these times, it is not difficult to read Reynolds as acting out of a need
for protection and help and Hamilton as taking advantage.
Whether the show itself intends to be critical of or sympathetic to Hamilton, in the
post-#MeToo era, “Say No to This” drew critique, including on other stages. The number
was the subject of a satirical skewering by American comic Katherine Ryan, who in a
2019 routine offered a kind of memory performance of her own. In the routine, Ryan
explains that she went alone to a London performance of Hamilton one Christmas Eve.
During the “Say No to This” number, Ryan recalls rising from her seat and loudly
rebutting the song in progress with lines such as, “You said no to the British Empire,
though, didn’t you?” After the line, “Her body’s saying, ‘Hell, yes!’” Ryan gives a low,
guttural “Ohhh” of disgust, and mocks the line through an off-key sung response:
Her body is not saying that to you! Her body is saying, “Hey, local
representative, I appear to have found myself in a domestic abuse
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situation. But I’m not currently allowed to vote or work or eat.” So why
don’t you put your fucking dick away and help this lady?40
In addition to Hamilton’s treatment of gender, particularly the treatment of
women, questions of Hamilton’s queerness also persist, in a form akin to Adilifu Nama’s
“structured absence or token presence.” This critique often cites the real-life relationship
between Hamilton and his close friend John Laurens, the avid abolitionist who is
portrayed in Hamilton as part of Hamilton’s inner circle. Ron Chernow’s biography takes
pains to note that letters exchanged between Hamilton and Laurens were intimate, and at
times overtly homoerotic. In interviews, tweets and other “off-stage” spaces, Miranda has
championed this possibility and suggested that Hamilton’s line to Laurens, “John, you’re
the closest friend I’ve got,” is a nod to this queer possibility.41 At the 2016 Tony Awards,
which occurred days after the Pulse nightclub shooting in Orlando, Miranda mused:
This show is proof that history remembers / We lived through times when
hate and fear seemed stronger; / We rise and fall and light from dying
embers, / remembrances that hope and love last longer / And love is love
is love is love is love is love is love is love / cannot be killed or swept
aside.42
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However, no explicitly queer relationship appears within the show between
Hamilton and Laurens, or between any characters. On the contrary, the show positions
Hamilton and his friends, including Laurens, as “reliable with the ladies.” Women, Burr
recites, so “delighted and distracted [Hamilton]” that “Martha Washington named her
feral tomcat after him.” Philip Gentry, noting the real queer possibilities in the historical
record, laments Hamilton’s choice to so overtly play it straight in this moment, as well as
in the characterization of King George, “whose feminine gestures are coded as gay and
also played for laughs.”43 Gentry concludes that
Hamilton, as a text… is resolutely heterosexual… [and] I have no general
quarrel with heterosexuality, but its larger-than-life presence on the
Broadway stage should not be seen as a neutral choice, either as historical
judgment, political statement, or source of connection with the audience.
The homosociality of early American politics is fascinating terrain, and it
is a disappointment that Hamilton often reduces that dynamic to modern
heterosexuality.44
Finally, an additional critique by Hamilton’s audiences is that of the show’s
limited attempt to address class privilege—not only within the show, but also as a
Broadway show, with material barriers to access created by high ticket prices and limited
productions. As Ariel Nereson points out, Hamilton’s creators, producers, and cast sought
to allay concerns about Hamilton’s exclusivity through ticket lotteries, partnerships with
foundations to bring local low-income high school students to Broadway performances,
and spontaneous free performances by the cast outside the theater (“Ham4Ham”) that
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were often recorded and uploaded online.45 Despite these gestures, Shereen Inayatulla
refuses to discount the material and symbolic meaning of such real barriers, reflecting
with Andie Silva on the ramifications of their embodied experience as fans of color,
chastised for cheering along with the audience by older white patrons near them:
I feel a profound sadness that we can’t share the joy and afterglow of
seeing this performance with the people who deserve to be in the
audience. I would even go so far as to say its inaccessibility is creating a
sense of despair, which is definitely what we’ve been witnessing in
conversations with our students who feel desperate to see the show. Our
students… should be there, filling the seats with Black and Brown,
working class/poor, curious, enthusiastic audience members. This seems
like such an important and historic moment in live theatre, yet the fact that
you and I were two of very few Brown faces present reveals a present-day
iteration of a historically exclusionary reality.46
These and other critical (or oppositional) views of Hamilton are grounded in the
situated knowledge of bodies who know what it is to remain “out of time” in American
history and the American present. That some of the most piercing critiques I read came
from self-professed fans suggests (contra Nancy Isenberg) that at least some among
Hamilton’s audiences could enjoy viewing or listening to Hamilton and at the same time
engage in critique of what they had seen and heard, in effect doing memory performances
of their own by resisting the nostalgic pull of their own fandom in order to interrogate the
vision of America’s past, present, and future that is offered by the world-making of
Hamilton, as Silva and Inayatulla suggest:
Being both in the present and in the future, arresting time must allow for
reflection. Each time we rewind, we do so critically, with intent. We insist
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on (re)positioning our bodies and voices in new iterations, so that, next
time, the nation we get to build is increasingly inclusive, discursive,
recursive.47
Conclusion: Politics and/as Theater in the Time of COVID
Fans and detractors largely agree that Hamilton attained cultural iconicity in the
2010s by offering a look back at the times of U.S. history, shaped within the times of a
certain American present, and anticipating a future in which those marginalized by and
within U.S. history come to embody it. In the short time since its release, however,
Hamilton’s reception has shifted in several notable ways that reflect similar shifts in the
“real world.” These shifts have included increased political and public discourse on the
intersections of race, gender and sexuality with national identity; the changing nature of
audiences’ interaction with the worlds of popular culture, including the theater; and the
political landscape in the transition from Obama to Trump.
At the time of its creation, production, and first performances (from 2009-2016),
Hamilton offered a celebratory vision of the U.S. as a nation built by diverse immigrants
and always under construction. This notion kept time with the optimism of the Obama
era, and particularly with white liberal discourse that imagined the nation had achieved—
or was on its way—to something very like the “post-racial” world of Hamilton. In 2016,
times changed with the election of Donald Trump and the subsequent eruption of virulent
nativist and white nationalist voices clamoring for a restoration of a nostalgic past.
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In this shift, Hamilton was rendered performatively out of step (or out of tune)
with the times of Trump’s America, which shattered any remaining illusions of a postracial nation through a president who defended pro-Confederacy and white nationalist
constructions of history. The show that Barack Obama called “the only thing that Dick
Cheney and I agree on” is the same show that Trump supporters have since boycotted;
and its pro-immigrant, pro-diversity aesthetic has set the stage and provided a soundtrack
for anti-Trump resistance. Yet insofar as Hamilton does not fundamentally seek to
challenge the sacred narrative of American exceptionalism, as a past, present, or future
reality, it also reifies this narrative and reveals its limits as a truly revolutionary work.
The acknowledgement of these limits is critical, argues Philip Gentry, because
“performances of the founding moment of the United States are stages in which
contemporary nationalist ideology is formed, and as such we need to be especially
critical.”48 As an improvisational memory performance that speaks from, in, and to
concretely situated cultural times, Hamilton can be celebrated for how it has told the
story, and through which bodies; it can be considered in the context of how it has moved
musical theater forward to consider more diverse stories, styles, casts, and audiences; and
it can, at the same time, be critiqued for the places it fails in its interrogation of history,
lest the dynamic cultural world it offers become idolized, and thereby fossilized.
Hamilton has, within its own times, been recognized as groundbreaking in another
way: by bridging or transgressing boundaries between the theater and the living room in
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the times of the COVID-19 pandemic. This includes not only Disney’s #Hamilfilm, but
also a series of virtual gatherings (dubbed #HamatHome) that have brought cast members
and audiences together in virtual spaces for performances that have continued Hamilton’s
improvisational feel, and have also expanded the world of Hamilton well beyond the
restrictions of a theater seat and an “opening curtain” time.49 Aaron Burr’s determination
to be “in the room where it happens” thus echoes in a new way, as the room(s) where
performances happen become the rooms of quarantine, lockdown, and social distancing.
Social media and increased digital access to television, film, and theater also
demonstrate that “the room where it happens” has expanded beyond the exclusive
backroom dealings of political officials to the hyper-mediated spread of information,
opinion, and argument online that has polarized and even weaponized the world-making
of American imagined community.50 In its format as well as its narrative, Hamilton has
already been interpreted by some audiences as a kind of “time capsule,” as a “surreal
artifact” offering a nostalgic look at “a political moment that was defined by optimism,
and of a pre-pandemic live experience that people clamored to see.”51 As the current
pandemic and the increasingly digital nature of communication continue to shape public
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life, including the worlds of popular culture and politics, and as the results of the 2020
presidential election offer a “look ahead” to the obstacles and possibilities of the decade
to come, it remains to be seen whether the timeliness of Hamilton will translate into an
enduring cultural legacy.
It is clear, however, that the time and times of Hamilton offer a compelling case
study in how the world-making of popular culture can intersect with the ongoing worldmaking of imagined communities by interrogating and reconfiguring sacred myths, and
by engaging with complex cultural memories of the past, perceptions of the present, and
visions for the future of the body of the nation and the “diverse group of men and women
of different colors, creeds, and orientations” that are its members. If Hamilton’s ultimate
concern is the time-bound and timely matter of “who tells your story,” its effect is to
impress upon its audiences that we are also a part of the story and its telling. History has
its eyes on us, too.
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Conclusion: Temporal Performativity and Resistance
This dissertation has argued that creative, interpretive, and performative acts of
religious world-making in popular U.S. American television, film, and theater can resist
hegemonic times by imagining and enacting alternative pasts and futures. Through the
lens of temporality, I have examined world-making as a religious activity in popular
culture that constructs the history, destiny, and times of imagined communities; and I
have posited temporal performativity as a culturally-situated identity performance that
works to perform the times, perform against the times, or disidentify with the times.
Temporal performances, and the reading of these performances by various audiences, can
function not only to reify hegemonic times, but also to resist such times through counternostalgic and utopian disruption of the “here and now.” In this conclusion, I summarize
how I have addressed and proven this thesis in the dissertation and how my findings
make an original contribution to the study of religion.
This project has focused on the United States in the 2010s, particularly the shift
from the Obama to the Trump era, and how popular cultural worlds within these times
engaged questions of national identity and belonging. I analyzed three different modes of
temporal performativity: 1) the performative anachronism of Outlander and Doctor Who;
2) the nostalgic re-presenting of past worlds in Roseanne/The Conners and Star Wars;
and 3) the improvisational memory performance of Hamilton: An American Musical.
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These examples from ostensibly secular popular culture evidenced the religiously
scrambled character of the U.S., largely shaped by Protestant Christianity and reflected in
teleological constructions of time as sacred history, destiny, and “the times.” Such
sacralized narratives have often functioned in the U.S. imagined community to construct
the white, male, heteropatriarchal subject, i.e. the “founding father,” as the embodiment
of U.S. identity, signifying a hegemonic “rich white guys’ history” that has materially
and culturally privileged whiteness, wealth, and heteronormative masculinity and has
constructed people of color, women, and queer people as behind, ahead, or otherwise out
of their own times. Yet, just as all social norms rely on non-normative performances to
define and reinscribe the boundaries of the normal, such non-normative performances
may also work against the grain: to make visible the constructed nature of hegemony; to
challenge, disrupt, and queer its aura of the sacred; and to offer liberative alternatives in
acts of world-making. Within the popular cultural worlds I have studied, I have analyzed
examples of being and performing out of time to examine how the cultural hegemony of
whiteness is reified or resisted through temporal performances and through audience
interpretations, including oppositional and disidentificatory readings and critical fandom.
In what follows, I review the findings of this project in relation to the time and
times of the imagined community of the U.S. To resist the pull of linearity, I speak first to
the ways I have engaged the past (“Past Imperfect”), then the future (“Future Perfect?”),
then the present (“Present Tension”). I conclude by discussing how this dissertation, by
foregrounding time in the study of religion, media, and culture, contributes to an
understanding of the sacralized nature of the world-making of imagined community.
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Past Imperfect: Nostalgia’s Reactionary and Reclamatory Power
One previously unanticipated result of my research and writing process for this
dissertation was that the popular culture examples I chose, selected on the basis of
mainstream cultural popularity and workings with temporality and identity, all primarily
engaged the past rather than speculative visions of the future. The time travel of Timeless,
Outlander, and Doctor Who’s “Rosa”; the nostalgic revivals and reincarnations of
Roseanne/The Conners and Star Wars; and the retelling of the founding of the U.S.
through Hamilton: An American Musical all look back in some way on past American
times, either explicitly—as in Hamilton—or obliquely, as echoes of revolutionary and
anti-fascist politics sound in the world of “a long time ago in a galaxy far, far away.”
I do not claim that the popular culture of the 2010s uniformly looked back instead
of ahead. However, the temporal examples in this work—time travel to pivotal events of
the past, revisitations of past narrative worlds, and “Founders’ chic”—have been noted by
critics and scholars as significant trends in popular culture in this decade. These trends
resonated with concurrent nostalgic expressions of imagined community that emerged
during the latter half of the decade in Trump’s “Make America Great Again”: a call to
restore an unspecified past period of American greatness that had—particularly during
the recent years of America’s first Black president—somehow been degraded. Therefore,
one framework for examining the imagined community of the U.S. in this decade is to
consider these times as a series of attempts to recapture or reckon with the past.
One common critique of nostalgia is that it filters out the uglier parts of history to
present a falsely sanitized picture of “the good old days,” fabricating a longed-for past
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that is an invention rather than a reality. I would argue, however, that the operating
nostalgia of MAGA goes further. MAGA does not merely overlook the failings of the
American past to promise the return of an imagined community that is great for all;
rather, it promises to reclaim times that were great for some at the expense of others.
Trump recalls a time before Obama and the “political correctness” of anti-racist, feminist,
and queer-inclusive movements—a time when rich white guys were not only featured on
U.S. currency but also had exclusive access to political and cultural currencies of power.
That many audiences, both white nationalists and anti-racists, see Trump’s
nostalgic motto as code for “Make America White Again” stems from the reality that, no
matter which era of the American past is cited or implied by the word “again,” no part of
U.S. history has been “great” for the majority of its nonwhite, female, and queer publics.
Atrocities such as slavery, the ruthless decimation of Native communities and cultures,
and centuries-long structural and cultural discrimination against people of color, women,
and queer people are neither accidents of history nor historical outliers. These events of
the past were integral to the construction of the imagined community of the nation
through its distinction from cultural others. In the name of Manifest Destiny, such actions
were framed as necessary steps to cement the nation’s power and identity, and were
justified by constructions of race, gender, and sexuality formed in a modern Western
context that remained shaped by Christian views of time. The sacrality of U.S. historical
narratives relies on a teleological sense of time as supernaturally destined and purposive.
However, the hegemonic nostalgia of MAGA was not the only form of nostalgia
active in the world-making of this decade. Counter-nostalgic movements and events such
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as Black Lives Matter, Standing Rock protests, the Women’s March, Confederate
monument removals, and the New York Times 1619 Project balanced political action with
academic scholarship and multi-mediated public discourse in a critical “look back” on the
past. Such approaches sought to reexamine and demythologize history, to recover
previously subjugated narratives, to reclaim American identity for those on its margins,
and to advocate for redress for previous lacks, recalling to public attention past American
promises, such as treaties and reparations, that were made and broken.
As parallel and contrasting approaches to the past, reactionary nostalgia and
critical counter-nostalgia were also apparent in the popular culture of the decade. Time
travel stories like Doctor Who’s “Rosa,” Timeless, and Outlander returned to the past to
ponder—and sometimes to challenge—constructions of past injustices as “meant to be.”
Some of these time travelers encountered previously-marginalized historical events and
perspectives, as in episodes of Timeless featuring lesser-known historical figures of color
such as U.S. Marshal Bass Reaves (the inspiration for the Lone Ranger), Katherine
Johnson (the NASA mathematician), and Robert Johnson (the 1930s blues musician).
The desire to recover and reclaim the untold stories, embodied perspectives, and
“hidden figures” of U.S. history had numerous other 2010s examples—including Hidden
Figures (2016), 12 Years a Slave (2013), Selma (2014), and Harriet (2019), among
others. What distinguished time travel approaches to history from these straightforward
historical narratives was the performative anachronism of the time traveler, which
emplaced retrospection in the world of the narrative in such a way that audiences were
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invited to identify with the time traveler-as-character and to become time travelers
themselves, revisiting and interpreting past times through the lens of hindsight.
It is curious, then, that a genre that functions as a tool of historical critique and an
interrogation of teleology itself—through the question of how history unfolds—could
also prompt audiences to reject the notion of critical approaches to history and destiny.
Author Diana Gabaldon’s decision to include time travel in her Outlander novels in order
to explain the modern performativity of her protagonist within the times of the eighteenth
century, for example, was at odds with some Outlander fans’ desire to excuse and defend
the revealed injustices of the past by invoking charges of presentism to foreclose critique.
Fan blogger Angela Hickey’s defense of the racism and sexism of unnamed white male
extras in one episode, over and against the protagonists experiencing the brunt of racism
and sexism, offers a notable example of this.
Another example of this conflict can be found in comments made on a 2019
online Smithsonian Magazine retrospective on the “best history movies of the decade,”
which featured Hidden Figures, 12 Years a Slave, Selma, and Harriet as well as Lincoln
(2012), Midnight in Paris (2011), Spotlight (2015), and The Big Short (2015). In
comments posted to the article, some responded with critiques that the list was too U.S.centric or ignored other untold stories, such The Imitation Game or BlacKKKlansman.
Others took issue with what these readers saw as an overemphasis on “Black films,”
including one commenter who speculated that the article’s author must be Black, a
second who mused, “trying too hard to be PC?” and a third who argued: “7 out of ten
about difficult it was to be Black in America. This list isn't even remotely accurate or
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complete, and there was other history taking place besides the history of racism.
Revisionist nonsense.”1 The characterization of Black-centric views of U.S. history as
“revisionist” exemplifies the ideological power of a white-centric national narrative.
Television revivals also reflected the tension between reactionary nostalgia and
counter-nostalgia. Bringing previous television worlds forward into the present revealed
the interaction of these worlds and their characters with the passage of time, and with
changing times, in ways that deliberately or inadvertently prompted scrutiny of the past.
In many cases, the previously unexamined whiteness of these popular shows, and their
cultural attitudes toward gender, sexuality, class, and other aspects of social identity,
allowed viewers the opportunity to reflect critically on these second-order representations
of past time periods and on their own previously-held assumptions as viewers. For
example, the all-white casts of many 1990s flagship television shows, which dominated
the major networks (and the 2010s revivals), were presented as universal depictions of
society as a whole; meanwhile, a concurrent proliferation of 1990s programs with allBlack casts (e.g. Family Matters, In Living Color, Living Single, Martin, Moesha, Sister
Sister, The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air) mainly aired on then-niche networks Fox, UPN, and
the WB, and were seen as primarily (though not exclusively) for Black audiences.2
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In contrast, reincarnations approached the past with the deliberate aim of
reconceptualizing and reimaging past worlds in the light of present-day realities. In the
Star Wars films, cultural shifts from the 1970s to the 2010s are reflected in evolving
treatments of race and gender in casting and characterization. The move from white, male
protagonists Luke and Han (and Leia’s metal bikini) in the 1970s-1980s to diverse heroes
Finn, Poe, Rey, Jyn, and Rose (and Leia as General Organa) was a reflection of changing
cultural attitudes among Star Wars’ audiences rather than its in-world alien societies.3
The authorial intent of revivals and reincarnations did not always concur with
audiences’ reception. Revivals like Roseanne that arguably sought to represent and
defend reactionary nostalgia were met with some of the strongest critique; while Star
Wars’ moves toward more diverse representation prompted vitriolic backlash (or
“whitelash”) on the part of some white male fans who perceived that the so-called P.C.
world was encroaching on their culture. This latter notion was also reflected in real-world
right-wing, white nationalist, and masculinist movements such as the Proud Boys, whose
increasingly active and visible presences toward the end of the 2010s were characterized
by members as in keeping with Trump’s aims to defend a greatness embodied by a
white/Western male subject from such corrupting progressive influences as feminism,
Black Lives Matter, Antifa, queer activism, and Jewish and Muslim inclusion.
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Finally, the conflict between reactionary nostalgia and critical counter-nostalgia
can be seen in the world of Hamilton and its cultural reception. Hamilton utilized aspects
of time travel’s performative anachronism and revivals’ and reincarnations’ re-presenting
of the past in an improvisational “look ahead” that aimed to shake time loose from static
hegemonies. Only five years after its debut, Hamilton came to be viewed by some
audiences not only as a performance of the nation’s founding but also as a performance
of the Obama era: a time chronologically proximate to, but ideologically distant from, the
tone and tenor of the times of Trump. That some interpreted Hamilton as a kind of time
travel back to pre-Trump, pre-COVID halcyon days speaks to the significance of the
Obama-Trump shift for the American imagined community in this decade.
Taken together, these examples and trends of the past, as performances of
reactionary nostalgia or counter-nostalgia, have to do with what I am calling here
(tongue-in-cheek) the “past imperfect.” This phrase is doubly useful. First, the
grammatical verb tense it names conveys the sense of a not-yet-completed past action;
and secondly, the phrase evokes a reflection on the imperfection of the past itself.
Questions of the past imperfect are at the root of the performances of the past examined
by this dissertation. The world-making of hegemony relies in many ways on an
acceptance of the past as “perfect”: as completed, and as beyond reproach, an assertion
made even through facile acknowledgements of past imperfections (e.g. “You can’t get to
the top without breaking a few pieces of china.”) Resistance to hegemonic times,
meanwhile, is rooted in creative, performative, and interpretive acts that expose the past
as imperfect: as incomplete and changing, and as flawed and problematic.
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The frequent conflation of the differing meanings of “perfect”—the grammatical
sense of completed action and the colloquial sense of flawlessness—can help to explain
the operating theology of a reactionary disapprobation of any critical approach to the
past. If the timeline of the imagined community is viewed teleologically as a progression
toward fulfillment of a destined goal, the role of the past is not only to aid in the process
of perfection-as-completion, but also to emphasize perfection-as-flawlessness, or in the
specific terminology of the U.S. imagined community, perfection-as-“greatness.” In the
formation of a historiographical account of the imagined community as “great,” pieces
that challenge the nation’s telos may admit to incompleteness, shifting the temporal
goalposts of destiny to the future (as implied by “Make America Great Again”). The
ontological greatness of the nation, however, must not be characterized as flawed in ways
that are irreconcilable with essential greatness. Telling the story of America from the
perspective of its subjugated peoples only works if these narratives end in resolution:
America is better now and still on the path to perfection. Otherwise, critique may threaten
the essential identity of the imagined community, as in this blog post by Scott Coley:
What if America’s power and wealth aren’t a mark of divine favor, but
merely a byproduct of empire-building?... what if it’s just a very, very bad
thing that our government systematically slaughtered and dispossessed
indigenous peoples and desecrated their sacred places? What if that’s just
all there is to it: no manifest destiny, nothing redeeming about it—just
really bad? And what if it’s just very, very bad that a lot of America’s
early wealth issued from labor that was straightforwardly stolen from
people who were kidnapped and sold into slavery. What if that’s just evil,
full stop?4
4

Scott Coley, “What if America is Just Another Empire?” Faith, Philosophy and Politics (blog), Oct. 6,
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The deliberately speculative “what if?” tone of this post, matched to the starkness
of its allegations (not only the language of systemic slaughter, theft, and kidnapping, but
also the purposeful repetition of the simplistic term “bad”), directs its argument to an
implied American audience with a fragile ego and a limited capacity to accept critique.
Coley’s rhetorical questions might seem unnecessarily patronizing, if not for the fact that
Trump himself often resorts to simplistic language such as “really, really bad.” Moreover,
the incredulous reaction Coley’s argument anticipates is evidenced in such places as
Trump’s September 2020 executive order to establish a commission to promote “patriotic
education” and “pro-American curriculum” in direct response to critical historical
approaches, such as the 1619 Project and the field of critical race theory, that have been
characterized by Trump as a “crusade against American history.”5
Judith Butler insists that the performativity of identity in the present is always
already constructed in relation to the discursive boundaries of the past, through precedent,
citation, and iteration. Reactionary white nostalgia in the 2010s, in the political sphere as
well as in popular culture, also sought to cite and cling to precedent (“it’s just the way
things were,” “they were men of their time”), to posit that the “good old” story was the
true story; and attempts to recapture subaltern accounts of the past or critique past norms
are “revisionist history.” To this charge, scholars as well as popular culture creators and
audiences responded that the old story was, in fact, already revisionist—constructed to
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elevate hegemonic power and to delegitimate calls for restitution and reparation. Charles
Long, citing Mircea Eliade’s maxim that “myth is a true story,” advocates for a
rendering of American religion as a story that does justice to the inner-life
meanings and vitalities of those who were made invisible in the old
interpretive schema… [and] a true story that can halt the repressive
concealment that has characterized so much of American history.6
For Long, counter-nostalgic approaches offer—far from a revisionist attack—“a moment
in which America might come to terms with itself” through a national “reorientation…
contingent upon a recognition of the otherness within and the otherness without.”7
This project has engaged the temporal performativity of the past with these aims
in mind. The hegemonic force of historicism can certainly be found in the performances
of 2010s popular culture and the world-making of its audiences. However, a number of
popular cultural worlds troubled the myth of American perfectionism, in both senses of
the perfect. Some counter-nostalgic fictional worlds presented “true stories” about the
imperfect realities of the past, inviting viewers to disidentify with U.S. history. Other
worlds sought a nostalgic return to past times, but evoked in their audiences not only
nostalgic longing but also counter-nostalgic analysis and critique. As Trump demanded a
return to “patriotic” and “pro-American” historical narratives, such performances and
interpretations could be read as resistance against “repressive concealment,” and as acts
of world-making coming to terms with the American past imperfect.
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Future Perfect? The “Forward-Dawning Futurity” of Resistance
Despite this project’s emphasis on performances of time in and from the past, it is
likely the future that is most often associated with speculative and science fiction worlds.
Futuristic world-making abounds in popular culture, from The Jetsons and Star Trek to
Logan’s Run and Alien, with countless additional examples. A study of future-oriented
narratives in the 2010s alone could examine popular dystopian filmic worlds such as the
Hunger Games and Divergent films and serialized television shows like Westworld or
The Handmaid’s Tale, along with the Afro-futurist worlds of authors Octavia Butler and
N.K. Jemisin. Although I chose a different set of examples for my dissertation, such an
analysis of future-worlds would provide a fruitful further avenue to study intersections of
race, gender, and sexuality with temporal performativity and the imagined community.
Nevertheless, even if my work has not primarily focused on performances of the
future, futurity has still been a key aspect of this work, in that the worlds I have examined
are oriented toward imagined futures—as, in a sense, are all cultural productions, both in
academic scholarship and in the arts. Just as the world-making of religion and popular
culture necessarily occurs in some present; and just as these worlds emerge in response to
certain constructions of the past; so the process and product reach beyond these times into
the future of audience reception. Audiences receive, interpret, and respond to worlds,
engaging in the world-making process through their own participation. Academic studies
likewise evaluate the past from a situated present, with a future audience in mind.
Futurity thus shapes world-making not only in the teleological sense of a particular end
goal, but as a temporal conduit of world-making’s inherent relationality.
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This project has challenged the notion that any film, television show, or theatrical
performance—or for that matter, religious or scholarly work—can be considered a stable
“text” for analysis. The audiences who interact with and interpret these works exert an
agency no creator and no text can fully control or anticipate. As we have seen in the
examples of 2010s revivals and reincarnations, even a world considered completed or
ended (as in a “final cut” of a film, or a series finale) may be revisited or reimagined in
later iterations. Furthermore, even when the text of a film or show is not changed, its
meaning may change with changing times, as a past world is interrogated by future
audiences. These future audiences may find “timeless truth” in this now-past world,
pronounce that it “hasn’t aged well,” or even bestow it the dubious honor of being “ahead
of its time.” Moreover, there is no fixed point in time at which meaning is conclusively
determined; the same film or show could be read as prescient, timely, timeless, outdated,
classic, nostalgic, or iconic, depending on the perceptions of various audiences.
It could be therefore be said that lived religious, media, and cultural worlds exist
almost entirely in their futures, in the post-production lives (or afterlives) of reception,
interpretation, and interactive response. In this sense, world-making is an activity that
cannot occur in the future perfect tense: there is no determinate point at which the activity
will have been completed. Moreover, repetition—whether the repeated reading of ancient
religious texts or the repeated viewing of films or television shows through the years—is
not replication, as time and the times continue to shape reception and interpretation.8

8

One excellent example of this is a 2018 essay penned by Molly Ringwald for The New Yorker in which
she discusses starring in John Hughes’ 1980s films The Breakfast Club, Pretty in Pink, and Sixteen Candles
alongside a critical review of the films’ treatment of gender and race in the context of the #MeToo era. See
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World-making is, by nature, an ongoing project. Worlds may be maintained or
dismantled, reconsidered or reinforced, within the interactive network of relationships
that involves creators and audiences. Even non-audiences may play a role, as their
counter-identification with a work may be expressed through boycott or rejection.
Therefore, futurity—with its attendant ambiguity—always plays a role in shaping
temporal performances. Potential futures may be extrapolated from analyses of the past
and present, and predicted with varying degrees of probability, but the future remains
unknown. It is this very ambiguity that allows world-making to anticipate liberative
potential, to infer a foreclosing sense of futility, or to arrive at something in between.
This is not to say that the openness of the future frees the world-making of
popular culture or scholarship from the ethical responsibility to ask the similarly futureoriented question, “so what?” The question of consequence or subsequence is posed to all
dissertations, in the form of asking how a project will contribute to the future of the field.
In my case, the question of futurity is relevant not only to my project as an academic
study, but also to the cultural worlds that comprise the study’s subject. If creative,
performative, and interpretive acts of world-making have functioned to resist hegemonic
times in America, so what? What may this resistance accomplish?
Implied in this question is a necessary consideration of the limits of this project,
as well as a robust acknowledgement of the obstacles faced by resistance as cultural work
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(and by resistance in general). I have argued that anti-hegemonic resistance appears in the
world-making of popular culture in two main ways: through critical and disidentificatory
audience participation, and through the constructive imagining and enacting of alternative
worlds. I have also considered the question of how the world-making of popular culture
influences “real-world” world-making through the ways audiences analyze, critique, or
compare fictional worlds to their lived experience and worldviews.
I contend that resistance to hegemony through critical engagement with popular
culture does have some demonstrable effects. For creators and audiences alike, popular
cultural worlds have a material effect on the economy, through revenue and through the
employment of creators and actors—so the financial success of a work like Hamilton, for
example, may lead investors to bankroll other diverse productions, and will continue to
offer career-making opportunities to performers of color. Further, these worlds have an
effect on the formation of imagined community through constructions of time as sacred
history and destiny, sometimes through reifying these constructions and sometimes
through questioning, destabilizing, or queering them. Hamilton has also exemplified this
effect by prompting conversation in classrooms and in public discourse about “who tells
[the national] story,” whose stories are told, and who represents American identity.
Still, the question remains: if anti-hegemonic resistance in the popular arts is
acknowledged as a force in the world-making of imagined community, does this kind of
resistance affect the future? And, if so, how? These are crucial questions in times when
fascists can watch Star Wars and see themselves as Resistance heroes; when right-wing
militia members can plot to kidnap a sitting U.S. governor because, as one leader said,
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“they fancy themselves some kind of Continental Congress”; or when a violent white
mob incited by Trump can force its way into the U.S. Capitol, threatening the peaceful
transfer of power while representing racism and sedition through the Confederate flag.9
In times such as these, what are the potentialities and obstacles of anti-hegemonic
resistance—and what is its prognosis? Susannah Heschel asks a similar question of antiracist scholarship in the study of religion by pointing out that acknowledgement of the
existence of such hegemonies does not, in and of itself, rob them of power. Applying her
study of anti-Semitisms to racism more broadly, Heschel points to racism’s “slippery yet
tenacious” nature to argue that something more is needed, since
exposing the many ways in which racism functions in societal institutions
does not always overcome its effects, leading to the question of why…
racism continues to be both appealing to people and abhorrent to us, even
as racism is increasingly evanescent and difficult to identify as such.10
Heschel traces some of racism’s historical formulations through religion and
theology, the social sciences, and political discourse to argue that racism lends itself to
“the ability to alter its manifestations with ease and hide behind various disavowals.”11
This ability is exemplified in Donald Trump’s strategy of alternating between disavowals
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of racism (for example, proclaiming that he is “the least racist person there is”12) and
performative displays of equivocation when asked to reject particular white nationalists.13
Similar (and perhaps more subtle) disavowals are found in our popular cultural
examples. Roseanne’s “just like us” categorization of people of color within the world of
the show claimed a non-racist stance while, in the same breath, reifying a racialized “usthem” binary. Fan backlash against “P.C. casting” in favorite filmic and televisual worlds
like Star Wars echoed “All Lives Matter” responses to Black Lives Matter, often
amounting to “I’m not racist, but why do I have to root for Black people?”
Heschel argues that the enduring power of racism lies less in ideological concepts
of race than in “manifestations of the sensate,” mediated through “hostile visual images,
or perceptions of malodor or disgust… [or] visceral hatreds manifested in emotions such
as revulsion.”14 Such manifestations form the erotics of racism, “the sadistic pleasure we
take in the shaming of others, in the erasure of people from our society.”15 It is not
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difficult to envision the role popular culture may play in this multisensory and affective
process—a notion which gives added weight and urgency to calls for representation.
Heschel’s description of racism as simultaneously slippery and tenacious—as, in
temporal terms, having a future trajectory that cannot easily be halted—resonates with
Afro-pessimist approaches such as that of Jared Sexton and Antonia Randolph, who
examine the pervasive and persistent role of anti-Blackness as an ongoing cultural force
related to but not reducible to white supremacism.16 These theoretical movements,
grounded in scholars’ lived experiences of racism as a stubborn and adaptive hegemonic
power, challenge optimistic claims that racism and white supremacism can be eradicated.
This is particularly apt if eradication is viewed as an activity of the future perfect—as in,
by what year will racism have been ended? (or, as in the poignant title of an anthology by
Afro-futurist author N.K. Jemisin: “How Long ‘Til Black Future Month?”)17
The utopian hope of José Esteban Muñoz offers an alternative view of futurity
that, while it never discounts or minimizes the material and embodied realities of racial
oppression or the strength of power held by cultural hegemonies, nevertheless argues that
liberative possibilities for minoritarian subjects can only come from “forward-dawning
futurity,” from futures which do not yet exist, in acts of performative anticipation:
It is important not to hand over futurity to normative white reproductive
futurity. That dominant mode of futurity is indeed “winning,” but that is
16
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all the more reason to call on a utopian political imagination that will
enable us to glimpse another time and place: a “not-yet” where queer
youths of color get to grow up. Utopian and willfully idealistic practices of
thought are in order if we are to resist the perils of heteronormative
pragmatism and Anglo-normative pessimism.18
Muñoz’s concern about pessimism is not directed toward Afro-pessimisms, which he sees
as offering a critical counterargument to the dominant whiteness of queer theory—for
example, the pessimism of white, gay contemporaries such as Lee Edelman (whose
seminal work is entitled No Future). Muñoz’s defense of “utopian and willfully idealistic
practices of thought” does not define hope by what appears likely to happen in the future,
but rather queers the teleological timeline itself, identifying performances of the utopian
future irrupting into the present. In so doing, Muñoz refuses to allow linearity to define
the times, thereby resisting “the here and now’s totalizing rendering of reality.”19
Doctor Who’s “Rosa” episode offers one example of the productive tension
between pessimistic and utopian approaches to futurity. Scenes between 21st-century time
travelers Ryan and Yaz and the Rosa Parks of 1955 imagine a liminal temporal moment
in which past and future bodies of color speak to one another. Coming from the future,
Ryan and Yaz offer a hopeful report to Parks that is nonetheless tempered by realism:
Ryan assures Parks, “It’ll get better, you know? Not perfect, but better… it’s worth the
fight”; and yet, Ryan and Yaz acknowledge to each other the limits of their “better” time.
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The episode also emphasizes that, unlike Yaz and Ryan, and unlike Doctor Who’s
audience, historical figures such as Parks did not have the benefit of knowing how events
would unfold in their future. They were not ahead of their time, reenacting foregone
conclusions; rather, they were people in and of their own times. Rosa Parks’ act of worldmaking through her civil disobedience is not superhuman foreknowledge of a destined
future, but rather the “forward-dawning” potentiality of a utopian “not-yet” future. This is
shown in a brief exchange between Yaz and Parks: as Yaz muses, “Everything here is a
fight for you. Don't you get tired? What keeps you going?” Parks responds: “Promise of
tomorrow. When today isn’t working, tomorrow is what you have.”
As a driver for action, this statement—“when today isn’t working, tomorrow is
what you have”—is an apt example of Muñozian utopic futurity. It is neither a passive
acceptance of the injustice of the status quo in hopes of a better someday, nor an
unrealistic, ahistorical assumption that the future is already assured. It is, rather, an
enacting of what the future might, could, and should be within the present—even if this
future will never be reached. Muñoz (following Giorgio Agamben) calls this potentiality,
which “unlike possibility, a thing that simply might happen,” is “a certain mode of
nonbeing that is eminent, a thing that is present but not actually existing in the present
tense.”20 It is the potentiality of utopia, the “not-yet” of the future, which breaks into the
present. Anticipating pragmatic and pessimistic rebuttals, Muñoz acknowledges that
utopian feelings can and regularly will be disappointed. They are
nonetheless indispensable to the act of imaging transformation… hope can
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be disappointed. But such disappointment needs to be risked if certain
impasses are to be resisted.21
The notion that “tomorrow is what you have” is a potentiality that resists impasse.
The character of Parks, representing the historical figure of Parks, treats the future as a
concrete resource, as a tool for action in the present, rather than as a pie-in-the-sky ideal.
This is made clear in the episode’s final scene, just after the Doctor and her team witness
Parks’ history-making arrest. The Doctor explains to Yaz, Ryan, and Graham (and the
audience) how history unfolded from this moment—which has become a part of the
team’s present reality as well as past history. As befits the liminal time-space in which
the team finds themselves, they fluidly move between verb tenses in their discussion:
DOCTOR. On Monday, the boycotts begin. Across Montgomery, people
refuse to use the buses as a response to Rosa’s arrest. And in just
over a year, on the 21st of December, 1956, segregation on buses in
Montgomery was ended.
RYAN. So it all worked out for her.
DOCTOR. No, life’s still hard for Rosa. She loses her job. So does her
husband. It’s a struggle. They keep fighting. And in June 1999,
Rosa receives the Congressional Medal from President Clinton, the
highest award given to any civilian, recognizing her as a living
icon for freedom.
RYAN. It took so long though. Her whole life.
DOCTOR. Yes, it did. But she changed the world. In fact, she changed
the universe.
To claim that Rosa Parks changed the universe is a boldly optimistic claim; and,
just as this statement is nuanced in “Rosa” through the episode’s acknowledgement of the
slippery, yet tenacious forms of racism in Parks’ time and beyond, it sounds newly
aspirational in these present times, in which the Presidential Medal of Freedom awarded

21

Muñoz, Cruising Utopia, 9.

259

to Rosa Parks was given in 2020 by President Trump to Rush Limbaugh, the talk-show
host who has called for an end to “white guilt” and compared NFL players to “Bloods
and Crips without any weapons.”22 That Limbaugh could be thus feted half a century after
the Civil Rights movement suggests exactly the kind of disappointment of hope that
Muñoz names. Does the passage of time inevitably erode the power of resistance, while
hegemonic forces like white supremacism simply outlast, adapt, and endure? A related
question could be asked of popular cultural worlds: might not their resistance ultimately
perpetuate the hegemonic status quo, not through an escapism that ignores injustice, but
by declaring the problem already solved, or by enabling a “woke” escapism that allows
privileged audiences to substitute watching “the right movies” for tangible action?
Still, “Rosa” matters, just as Rosa Parks’ life and work mattered. It matters that
statements like, “when today isn’t working, tomorrow is what you have,” and “[Parks]
changed the universe,” were penned by a Black writer and performed by the most diverse
cast in the long history of Doctor Who—because it matters who tells the story. It matters
each time the world-making of popular culture invites audiences to identify with a
diverse range of characters and experiences, to evaluate, critique, and reimagine the “real
world,” and to enact in the present the “not-yet” potentialities of futurity.
Consider, for just one example, Barack Obama’s reflection on the role of popular
culture in his own vocational path, which led to his historic presidency:
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I’m a guy who grew up watching Star Trek—and I’d be lying if I said that
show didn’t have at least some small influence on my worldview. What I
loved about it was its optimism, the fundamental belief at its core that the
people on this planet, for all our varied backgrounds and outward
differences, could come together to build a better tomorrow.23
This, I argue, is why the world-making of religion and popular culture can not
only promote or reinforce cultural hegemonies, but can also offer moments of real
resistance to hegemonic times. This is true not only when Star Trek inspires a future
president to work for a world that prizes diversity and optimism, or when the arrest of
Rosa Parks becomes the catalyst for a boycott that ends segregated busing in a city, but
also when the measurable effect of such world-making is unclear: when hegemonic
forces seem to emerge unscathed, and the future remains stubbornly imperfect.
Of course, most spectators are not presidents, and most performances of
resistance do not make the history books. They matter nonetheless. This can be true in the
sense of “mattering” as producing effects, as when cumulative small-scale actions form
collaborative resistance movements that lead to real change. However, even absent such
effects, acts of world-making matter in the material sense. The worlds of human life and
culture are constructed from the very matter of human bodies, living, moving, acting, and
relating in space and in time. Liberative acts of resistance, whatever the consequences,
are no less real in the moment of their enactment than constructive acts of hegemony.
Such resistance, through the world-making of popular culture no less than that of politics,
becomes the very matter from which the future world is made—the stuff of hope that is
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“present but not actually existing in the present tense,” offering ingredients and tools for
imaging transformation when today isn’t working. So “Rosa,” like the work of Parks
herself, is only one example of a utopian performance of time that, even in the face of the
slippery and tenacious racism of the 21st century, still “changed the universe”—even if
the potentiality Parks enacted still remains on the horizon of forward-dawning futurity.
Present Tension: of Timeliness and the Times
As I have noted, both the past and the future have informed this work in numerous
ways. However, it remains the case that this is largely a project of the present, especially
relative to the span of centuries, millennia, and eons which may be the subject of
academic research. Choosing to study contemporary times introduces a dual element of
risk: the risk of myopic analysis that fails to recognize what is plainly visible in
hindsight; and the risk of a short shelf-life for my project’s relevance. These risks, I
maintain, are not unique to contemporary projects. Knowledge is always situated in
temporal as well as cultural contexts; and all periods of time contribute in some way to
the future. Nevertheless, I have endeavored to remain aware of the constraints of my
temporal proximity to the times of this project, in order to approach this work with a
certain degree of humility regarding both the scope and certainty of my conclusions.
That said, I did not anticipate the extent to which this project would feel timely, as
events of the present continually irrupted into my work. The unfolding times of the
Trump era, and ongoing protests for racial justice, were often focused on how to grapple
or reckon with American history in reactionary and critical ways, through material and
mediated examples such as Confederate statues and the Confederate flag, the 1619
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Project (and Trump’s 1776 Project), and presidential directives that categorized antiracist education and Antifa movements as “anti-American,” without acknowledging the
inadvertent irony of the logical conclusion: that racism and fascism are pro-American.
These times have featured an explicit attempt by Trump’s administration to
control the past and future as well as the present. Through executive orders, Trump has
dictated how U.S. history must be remembered and taught in the future, reifying
hegemonies of time in the name of protecting “real” American history—and, one
assumes, “real” American identity—from the so-called revisionist activism of Black and
Brown people, feminists and queer people, who demand to be included in the narrative
and are subsequently rendered anti-American.
In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has been felt, at least in the U.S. and in
Israel/Palestine, where I now live, as a seismic shift that has made the present times
anything but business as usual. Focused as I have been on issues of temporality, I have
observed a turn to the material and affective now-ness of the present in public discourse.
In less than a year, the pandemic has effected a sea change in economies of work, travel,
social interaction, and entertainment, including the popular arts. Many people previously
accustomed to the ability to control, predict, or plan for the future have found this ability
suddenly truncated. Daily life has become deeply embedded in an ongoing, constantly
shifting present, with an undefined duration and little sense of what will come in the
“after” time. Countless emails, online missives, and broadcasts begin with variations on
“in these unprecedented (or uncertain, or strange, or challenging, or trying) times…”
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Phrases like “I hope this email finds you well” reflect hyperawareness of the
contingencies of the present among communities unused to such contingency.24
Additionally noteworthy for this project is how the pandemic, in tandem with
already-booming growth in online streaming platforms and social media, has radically
changed traditional film and theater spectatorship—whether only for now, or for the long
term, time will tell. I mention this in my discussion of #Hamilfilm, but the effects go
much further. Stages and movie theaters around the world have been shuttered, release
dates have been postponed, productions have been put on pause. On the other hand, like
#Hamilfilm, some first-run films have shifted to online releases for rent or purchase.
Spring 2020 saw several attempts at homemade, socially distanced versions of television
mainstays such as The Tonight Show or Saturday Night Live, which used deliberately
homely staging and sought to turn the shared experience (and aesthetics) of quarantine
into fodder for humor and entertainment, with varied success. Nostalgia also adapted to
this new format, through such examples as a star-studded “at-home” reshoot of The
Princess Bride, shot on the actors’ own phones and broadcast on Quibi;25 and Zoom-style
celebrity table readings of classic scripts, such as The Fast Times of Ridgemont High and
The Princess Bride (again), to raise money for charity or political causes.26 It remains to
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be seen what the long-range effects of these times might be on media and popular culture
during this “quarantime,” but it is likely to offer fertile ground for future studies.
Finally, much of this dissertation was written in an election year that was once
again characterized in temporal and sacralized terms. On the one hand, Trump and the
GOP pledged to “Keep America Great,” a motto implying that the goal of greatness had
at some point been achieved. Once again, this begged the question of for whom this
greatness was a reality—especially in light of hundreds of thousands of American
COVID fatalities, record unemployment, unrest in cities across the nation, and a rise in
hate crimes and right-wing violence. Meanwhile, Joe Biden was presented both as a
nostalgic representative of the pre-Trump past (as Obama’s Vice-President) and as a
candidate positioned toward the future through his choice of Kamala Harris, a Black and
Indian woman, as his running-mate, in a historic first for the office. Biden’s campaign
mottos included “Battle for the Soul of the Nation” and “Unite for a Better Future.”
However apropos for my thesis, these times have been devastating for the many
people Trump’s administration has positioned as on the outs with the new American
times: Muslims, immigrants, “shithole countries,” anti-fascists, climate scientists, anti-

for the Penn-founded CORE (a disaster relief organization now focused on COVID relief). Cf. Dade Hayes,
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online table reading of The Princess Bride was organized as a fundraiser for Wisconsin Democrats,
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racist educators, queer and trans people, and all Democrats. As I was writing about
Hamilton, Trump “directed the Office of Management and Budget to crack down on
federal agencies’ antiracism training sessions, calling them ‘divisive, anti-American
propaganda.’”27 During the writing of this chapter, Trump declared Columbus Day a
holiday to celebrate “the great Italian who opened a new chapter in world history and to
appreciate his enduring significance to the Western Hemisphere,” using the occasion to
dig at “radical activists” who “rather than learn from our history… seek to revise it,
deprive it of any splendor, and mark it as inherently sinister.”28 Sacred history and destiny
are combined in unsettling ways in this proclamation, most likely a response to the
movement in recent years to change this observance to Indigenous Peoples’ Day. In
response and implicit critique of such a shift, Trump presents a paean to “the legacy of
American heroes who blazed the trails, settled a continent, tamed the wilderness, and
built the single-greatest nation the world has ever seen.”29
Thematically, this is a dissertation largely written in the present tense, reflecting a
present tension in the American imagined community. This, I argue, may be this project’s
greatest strength as well as its greatest limitation. It is true that in another five years, or
ten, or fifty, my examples, analysis, and conclusions may seem hopelessly out of date.
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Trump’s defeat in the 2020 election by Biden, and his self-inflicted political wounds in
the last weeks of his presidency, may mean that these days will come to be recognized as
the times of white supremacism’s last dying gasp. I fervently hope this is the case. As a
scholar, pastor, and human still in the lifelong process of learning to recognize my biases,
I am certain that the now-ness of this work—also rooted in and bounded by my social
location—contains spaces and moments in which my privilege is unwittingly revealed in
ways that reinforce the very hegemonies I hope to help expose and dismantle.
There is something to be said, however, for writing the present—not only for
writing within the present, which is always where the moment of writing occurs, but for
putting the present under a microscope, as we do the relics of the ancient past or the
molecules of a future vaccine. I cannot study these present times retrospectively, but I can
study them from the embodied and situated knowledge of one who is living in them
without knowing what may come next. The knowing/not-knowing of the present is a
fertile ground for queerer ways of knowing, for the kind of world-making that imagines
and enacts a world freed from white supremacy and heteropatriarchy—and from
imperialism, nationalism, and hyper-capitalism—all of which have endangered those “out
of time” in the U.S. and beyond. For all of these reasons, I contend that there is great
importance in working for an archive of the present that may inform future scholarship—
my own, or another’s. Some times are not only world-shaping, but world-transforming.
Perhaps all times are. Therefore, in awareness of the gifts and limitations of the now, I
conclude with a discussion of how this project has contributed to the interdisciplinary
study of religion, media and culture.
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Contributions: Time, Performance, and Religion
The primary contribution of my dissertation to the study of religion is to
demonstrate the importance of foregrounding time—as constructed, performed, mediated,
and interpreted—in the study of lived religion. Further, this work illustrates how an
interdisciplinary approach to a study of time and the times, which draws from theories of
media and culture along with religious studies, can help scholars to better understand the
role of temporality in the religious world-making of imagined communities. This
approach, I argue, is particularly helpful in contexts such as the present-day U.S., where
such world-making often occurs alongside or beyond institutional or official forms of
religion, yet finds points of resonance with the religious. Finally, in emphasizing the role
of time in the formation of cultural hegemonies and in anti-hegemonic resistance, I have
highlighted time’s intersections with race, gender, sexuality, and other categories of
social identity that are privileged or marginalized within certain times.
My project introduced and developed a theory of temporal performativity to
discuss the ways that particular cultural constructions of time—as history, destiny, and
the times—are both sacralized and disrupted through performance. Through analysis of
examples from 2010s American popular culture, I expanded on this theory through
discussions of several modes of temporal performativity: performative anachronism,
nostalgic re-presentation of the past, and improvisational memory performance. I next
offer a discussion of how each of these modes contribute to my overall theory, and to a
better understanding of the mediated world-making of imagined communities.
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The theory of temporal performativity developed in this project is deliberately
framed as an approach that differs from scientific studies of the physical workings of
time, or metaphysical treatments of time’s essential nature and meaning, as might be
found in the philosophy of Hegel or Heidegger, the religious theories of Mircea Eliade, or
Christian theological studies of divine providence or predestination, to name a few
examples. Rather, I have focused on time’s material and mediated presences within
culture, and on sacralized constructions of history, destiny, and the times. Emphasizing
time’s performative dimensions allows us to consider the ways that human bodies—both
individual and social—move through time, and how the positioning of human bodies and
groups according to cultural assumptions and norms, as well as access to power, both
reflects and shapes the times of imagined communities.
Although Benedict Anderson does not frame his theory of imagined communities
as a theory of temporality per se, time is clearly at the heart of his model. The imagined
communities of nation-states arise from a confrontation with temporal contingency and
are constructed through a sense of shared simultaneity and continuity. Time additionally
takes shape in national narratives of memory and forgetting, as nations tell stories of their
origins, recall the past through national holidays or days of remembrance, and organize
political life in terms of the nation’s future (or destiny). In so doing, nations construct
histories that can become sacralized, such that contrasting accounts that threaten to
disrupt the aura of factuality of these histories must be forgotten, minimized, or justified.
Trump’s formulation of the “1776 Project” as a rebuttal of the New York Times’ 1619
Project is one example of this.
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Anderson further emphasizes the role of borders in the making of imagined
community, as boundaries separating a nation from its neighbors. The fact that imagined
communities, as the term’s etymology implies, rely on the imagining of a common
national identity, built on simultaneity and continuity, implies that imagined communities
also contain internal borders—temporal as well as physical—that separate the
community-as-imagined from that which is other. This move interpellates bodies and
social identities along a sort of axis of belonging, the borders of which are reinscribed by
mediated representations of those who embody and exemplify the imagined community
vis-à-vis those who do not: thus, American history as “rich white guys’ history.”
Anderson’s model can also be extended (or perhaps contracted) to think about
“the times” as a microcosmic form of imagined community, mapped along temporal lines
(start and/or endpoint, key dates and events) and mediated through shared aesthetic and
performative markers. These markers function, as signs of the times, to center some
representative examples (and bodies) and to marginalize others as behind, ahead of, or
otherwise out of time. In this way, temporal performativity—even as the act of an
individual—is also inevitably social, cultural, and political.
As I have argued, and as my examples have shown, temporal performativity may
be signified through clothing and hairstyles, music and recreational trends, or use of
shifting technologies in communication or transportation—all of which also signify social
categories such as class, race, and gender. Equally important to formations and
mediations of the times, however, are broader social norms that compel or constrain the
expected comportment for certain bodies within the times, particularly BIPOC, women,
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queer people, and others who fail or refuse to perform an approximation to the wealthy,
white, and heteropatriarchal norm. Yet these failures or refusals also have the potential to
reveal and resist hegemonic times, in critical deconstructions as well as in liberative reimaginings. We might think of temporal performativity, then, not only as a dimension of
imagined communities, but also as a key function of reimagined communities.
The key role of imagination in imagined community is where mediation, and
popular culture, come into play. The imagined community gains cultural recognition and
power through its mediated representations, including representations that are
recognizably fictional: films, television shows, and theatrical productions. The worlds of
film, television, or theater may be reflections of, or variations on, the so-called “real”
world, or may imagine wholly other worlds; but all of these worlds are created,
performed, and interpreted by human beings who are in turn shaped by their own
worlds—that is, from their own social, cultural, and temporal locations. Accordingly,
popular cultural worlds both cite the times of their settings and may come, themselves, to
signify or represent the times in which they were made.
It is helpful here to distinguish “imagined” from “imaginary,” in that the point of
Anderson’s theory is not that imagined communities are fictional and artificial so much
as they are conceptualized and abstract. Yet this in and of itself can be problematic, as
abstraction can often lead to idealization and totalization in the construction of national
identity—in short, to the formation of hegemonic ideologies, which are presented as the
natural order of things because they are “based on a true story.” In fact, this is exactly
what happens in the American imagined community, in the “rich white guys’ history” of
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manifest destiny and MAGA. Differences are flattened, subsumed, or erased in service to
an imagined homogeneity that is in created in the image of the imaginer. Consider the
rich white “founding fathers,” who in crafting the U.S. Constitution largely did not
perceive that enslaving African and African-descent people in any way contradicted
essential liberty; and who in designing a new republic free from tyranny and “taxation
without representation,” still did not consider that women and non-landowning men
might merit the right to vote and to govern.
Thus, while imagination is not always limited to social location or the cultural
“givens” of the times, imagined communities are certainly shaped by systems of power
that give some imaginations more influence than others in determining the borders and
defining characteristics of the imagined community. Even so, neither imagination nor
power are the sole provenance of the dominant group or ideology. It is fully possible to
perform against, or to disidentify with, hegemonic times. Performances of satire,
subversion, critique, parody, drag, and other non-dominant, non-normative modes of
performance can disrupt and destabilize what is “normal” for the times, exposing the
arbitrary nature of the norms themselves, and envisioning and enacting re-imagined
communities for those left out of time. This is the critical, and potentially liberative,
function of temporal performativity, as expressed in this project through performative
anachronism, nostalgic re-presentation, and improvisational memory performance. I next
consider each of these modes, and their religious and ethical implications, in turn.
I examined performative anachronism in the context of time travel narratives, a
speculative form that has long enjoyed popularity in American culture, including in the
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2010s. I found that performative anachronism is not only mediated through the mise-enscène of a recreated past world, or through the temporally dislocated experience of time
traveling characters. Audiences, too, become time travelers, as they visit (or revisit)
worlds of the past or future from the vantage point of their own times, shaped by their
own social positionality within those times. Scholars, too, function in some respects as
time travelers—a notion to which I will return in the conclusion of this chapter.
As a posture of spectatorship and as a hermeneutical approach to the worlds of
popular culture and of history, performative anachronism can offer an important rebuttal
to accusations of “presentism” currently circulating in political and public discourse.
Often raised by conservative voices in opposition to social justice movements, charges of
presentism tend to relate to the question of how the American past might be (re)viewed in
relation to race, gender, sexuality, class, religion, and other social identities according to
which material and cultural privileges have accrued or been withheld, and on the basis of
which discriminatory and oppressive practices have caused widespread human suffering.
While it is beyond the scope of this dissertation to fully address the complex concept of
presentism in the areas of philosophical, political, or historical theory, this project has
offered a number of instances of anti-presentism: in the Daily Show interviewee at the
Republican National Convention who minimized historical injustices as “hiccups” and
framed them as necessary in order for America to “get to the top”; in Outlander fan
Angela Hickey’s polemic against presentism that led her to identify with, and even
defend, fictional perpetrators of racism and sexism in the show; in the whitelash of Star
Wars fans who felt that The Force Awakens had been taken over by a social justice
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agenda merely because it featured BIPOC and women in leading roles; and in Trump’s
crusade against “political correctness” and anti-racist movements that, in Trump’s words,
seek to “revise” history to “deprive it of any splendor and mark it as inherently sinister.”
The argument that any critique of the past in light of the present is an erasure or
revision of history can be better understood by examining anti-presentism as a temporal
performance of imagined community with religious undertones. A linear and teleological
view of time, whether framed in conservative or liberal terms as a need to “get back on
track” or to continue “making progress,” still tends toward a concept of time that, in the
words of M. Jacqui Alexander, “is, paradoxically, constrictively linear and resolutely
hierarchical.”30 In its most reactionary forms, it seeks to preserve an aura of authenticity
for historicized narratives of American exceptionalism, such that nationalistic accounts of
America’s history and destiny become sacrosanct. These arguments have persisted in the
time after Trump, as conservatives point to the removal of Confederate monuments or the
“canceling” of public figures accused of racism or misogyny as an erasure of history.
Performative anachronism can resist the pull of linearity that insists that “what’s
done is done,” by allowing for something like what M. Jacqui Alexander (drawing from
Shohat) achieves by framing time as a palimpsest—that is, as “a parchment that has been
inscribed two or three times, the previous text having been imperfectly erased and
remaining therefore still partly visible.”31
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Alexander advocates for a transnationally-conceived notion of time as “neither
vertically accumulated nor horizontally teleological,” but rather palimpsestic, as follows:
This understanding of the imperfect erasure, hence visibility, of a “past”…
both jettisons the truncated distance of linear time and dislodges the
impulse for incommensurability, which the ideology of distance creates. It
thus rescrambles the “here and now” and the “then and there” to a “here
and there” and a “then and now”… [and can] unravel that which has been
normalized and normativized in modernity’s desire to be seen as a single
homogenous project.32
Performative anachronism can be considered, in this sense, as a kind of palimpsestic
resistance to homogenized and linear narratives of time, as a being and doing out of time
that makes visible the constructed nature of temporality itself and “rescrambles”
sacralized narratives of history, destiny, and the times. Jonita Davis’ performance of
critical Outlander fandom comes to mind here, as Davis describes finding enjoyment in
Outlander as a Black fan even when the glaring whiteness of its story, and its fan base of
mostly middle-aged white women, reproduces racist tropes and assumptions. Davis’
critiques of the show, and her wider description of how Black Americans can enjoy art
and attend to the racism of “flawed, human” creators and performers, reclaims critique
and disidentification as valid forms of fandom.
The performative anachronism of time travel applies not only to fictional worlds,
but also to the broader ways in which scholars and other students of history may utilize
their own temporal positionality as an analytical lens to review the past, and to disidentify
with the white-centric narratives that have created and perpetuated hegemonic American
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times. At the same time, performative anachronism cannot be said to be a universally
resistant or liberative action. The framing of Rosa Parks’ actions in Doctor Who as a
fulfillment of a (literally) universal destiny may construct historical actors such as Rosa
Parks as semi-sacred figures “ahead of their time,” a temporally distancing move that can
paradoxically function to excuse racism and exonerate whiteness as “of” the times.
Like performative anachronism, nostalgic re-presentations also function through
temporal contrast, in this case through the representation of familiar popular cultural
worlds of the past. Drawing on audience nostalgia, this form of temporal performativity
not only represents the past in the Spivakian sense of portrait and proxy, but also in the
sense of bringing the past forward to make it current (to “Make the Past Present Again,”
perhaps). I further parsed this concept to identify two related, but differing forms of
nostalgic re-presentations in 2010s American popular culture: revivals, which sought to
reassemble and replicate past worlds, and reincarnations, which reimagined (and often
reimaged) familiar worlds to better reflect current times. Not surprisingly, revivals were
often aimed at capturing old and new audiences through a straightforward appeal to what
Jennifer Ladino calls reactionary nostalgia, which longs for the restoration of an idealized
past. Reincarnations, on the other hand, often more explicitly courted what Ladino terms
counter-nostalgia, a longing that acknowledges the failings of the past as motivation for
action toward a more liberative future.
Both examples—and trends—of nostalgic representation turned to the past for
source material, and both counted on the nostalgia of already-established fan bases to
drive interest in newer iterations. In both cases, the past was re-presented not only
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through familiar sets and storylines, but through the bodies of characters old and new.
The return of “original” cast members (the Conner family, or Leia, Luke, and Han) could
represent the passage of time through something like Anderson’s continuity, helping to
imbue new episodes or installments with an aura of factuality or authenticity. At the same
time, new characters—or the recasting of well-known characters with BIPOC or queer
actors—could allow older worlds to “get with the times” of their audiences, or to explore
how these worlds gained added meaning through their representation in traditionally
underrepresented or marginalized bodies, voices, and perspectives.
Overall, the nostalgic representations examined in this project, and the range of
audience responses, demonstrated viewers’ relative ease in making connections between
the television or filmic worlds in which they participate as fans, and how these fictional
representations reflect or respond to the times of the real world. The contrast between
reactionary and counter-nostalgic attitudes in the creation, performances, and
interpretations of these worlds reflected a similar contention and polarization within the
American imagined community during the 2010s, particularly in the shift from the
Obama to the Trump administration, which prompted a rise in nativism and white
supremacism on the one hand, and an increase in progressivist political activism on the
other, including movements for BIPOC and queer lives.
One way of distinguishing the aims and functions of nostalgic re-presentation
from performative anachronism is that the focus is shifted from interpretations of the past
to interpretations of the present. Nostalgic representations, while grounded in cultural
memory, are perhaps less an attempt to make sense of the past than an attempt to read the
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signs of the times now, in light of feelings of longing for a restoration of an idealized past
that was “great” for some, or longing for the arrival of a utopic moment that has never yet
been “great” for all. What was most notable about the revivals and reincarnations I
analyzed was that both trends—and both forms of nostalgia—had to contend with the
realities of the present, albeit in different ways. There was a sense, for many viewers, that
the white-centric casts and worldviews of earlier shows like Roseanne didn’t “hold up”
under present-day scrutiny, a turn of phrase that helpfully evokes construction images—
of fragile scaffolding and of collapse—that evoke the set-building of television as well as
the social constructions of culture. At the same time, if revivals found that they could no
longer get away with representing modern life as white and heteronormative, neither
could reincarnations count on wider (whiter) audiences unreservedly embracing
representations of BIPOC, women, and queer people as heroes, protagonists, and worldmakers. The “whitelash” response to The Force Awakens, and other similar rejections of
“P.C. casting” in popular films, television, and theater, reflect the common critique
directed at leftist or progressive political activism, that such activism is too rapid, pushing
for change that the wider (whiter) public is not “ready” to accept. Reactionary nostalgia,
among its other functions, can shore up cultural hegemonies by pinning the rate of social
change to the “readiness,” demanding that the pace of change—no matter how much
damage to those crushed by the injustices of the status quo—be matched to the comfort
of those for whom change means relinquishing idealized notions of the past that
privileged the few at the expense of the many.
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Like performative anachronism, then, nostalgic representation can be employed in
service of both reactionary or critical counter-nostalgia; and the two are not unrelated.
Thus, this theory is helpful in addressing the complex and sometimes contradictory ways
that nostalgia functions in the world-making of imagined community, and in the
sacralized constructions of time inherent to this process. How, by whom, and for whose
sake the present is constructed in relation to the past is an ongoing question in American
political and religious life. Nostalgia shapes cultural responses to the passage of time, and
to changing times; but it also suggests an affective desire for continuity—whether the
continuity of reactionary resistance to change, or the continuity of working for future
liberation born from the desire to “never forget” past injustices. If, as Anderson argues, a
shared sense of continuity is one of the constitutive elements of imagined community, it
stands to reason that nostalgia—in all its forms—remains a potent force; and mediated
worlds in popular culture, be re-presenting nostalgia, can both reflect and shape nostalgic
appeals to tradition and/or transformation in the world-making of everyday life.
Improvisational memory performance, the third mode of temporal performativity
that I address in this dissertation, also resonates with Alexander’s concept of non-linear
and palimpsestic time. Developed through an analysis of Hamilton: an American
Musical—which also echoes time travel’s performative anachronism, and the nostalgic
re-presentations of revivals and reincarnations—my theory of improvisational memory
performance pays particular attention to how popular cultural worlds like Hamilton may
deliberately unbind memory from dominant received narratives presented as “fact,” in
effect queering national memory by re-emplacing American history in the bodies, music,
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and speech of those largely left out and left behind in “rich white guys’ history”: BIPOC,
women, and queer people. I further posit Hamilton as an improvisation on history: a
temporal performance that riffs on other American cultural histories—Black history,
Latinx history, immigrant history, feminist history, and the musical history of rap, hiphop, and Broadway, among others—in a “look ahead” that opens American history to be
performed and represented by those who most fully embody America’s future.
Taking into account the “forward-dawning futurity” that informs José Esteban
Muñoz’s theory of queer memory performance, and the improvisational “look ahead” of
Fred Moten, improvisational memory performance could be conceived as oriented
primarily toward the future, as performative anachronism is to the past and nostalgic
representation is to the present. I would argue, however, that these modes of temporal
performativity—like past, present, and future—are closely intertwined, and non-linear.
That said, to think of improvisational memory performance as connected to
futurisms allows us to consider that memory itself is not necessarily bound to the past and
to history. Muñoz argues that utopia—as “no place,” or as no time—can function as a
memory of that which has never yet been, an imagined future that remains on the horizon
but can be enacted in the present as if this future was a reality. Hamilton reminds its
audiences, not only of the origins of the nation, but of its ongoing construction—and that,
while “you have no control / Who lives, who dies, who tells your story,” those of us
living today would do well to remember that “history has its eyes” on us. We are making
the world, and the nation, that future generations will inherit.
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Muñoz emphasizes queer memory performance as a resistant and a liberative
strategy for those without “access to the standardized narratives of national cultural
memory,” which not only imagines an alternative world but can actually create one,
through “lived performance praxis.”33 Likewise, Moten’s improvisational theory relies on
the productive paradoxes of historical grounding and critique and “the spirit of the new,”
of a transformative “essence of the visionary” that is “manifest in and as the material.”34
Improvisational memory performance, then, can both look back and look ahead, can be
both conceptual and material, both imagined and enacted; and while it exists in the
present—in the moment of performance, of viewing, or of interpreting—it also operates
in many ways within the past and the future.
This both-and quality of improvisational memory performance, and of temporal
performativity as a whole, points toward another way in which this theory can contribute
to ongoing conversations in the study of religion. The same linearity undergirding
teleological constructions of time in the American imagined community, constructing
past and present according to notions of a “destined” future, may also lurk in some of the
traditional debates in religious studies that are formulated as dichotomous binaries, and
which may become impasses: for example, sacred/secular, text/practice, worldview/ethos,
private/public, and scholar/practitioner. These, along with perhaps the central question of
religious studies—What is religion?—are postulated within a semantic framework that
implies that one instance, example, or person cannot be both at the same time.
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The study of time as constructed, performed, and interpreted in mediated worldmaking, including within popular cultural worlds, offers a holistic way through some of
these binaries—and argues that perhaps, the question of “is this religion?” is not always
the most productive question, or even always necessary. In positing American popular
cultural world-making as religious, both in employing specific teleological views of time
grounded in Protestant Christianity, and in attending to the conceptual, aesthetic, and
performative contours of what is most real, true, and important in the world, I have
offered one way to better understand how time and the times come to be mediated—and
sacralized—in the formation of imagined community. I have suggested, in a sense, that it
would behoove scholars of religion (and of the humanities in general) to think of
ourselves, also, as time travelers.
This brings me to a final note on the subject of temporal performativity. As I have
mentioned several times in this project, the narrative conceit of time travel, through
technological or supernatural means, may as yet be fictional; but in a sense, all
scholarship is a form of time travel. Scholars always work within a creative present,
always examine something which is past (even recently past), and always produce
research and writing that assumes a future reception.
What are the ethical and theological implications of time travel for the scholar,
particularly the scholar of religion for whom human life—and particular human lives—
are often the object of research? I have argued that power, positionality, and privilege all
shape the ways in which we as scholars approach and view our work. We are shaped by
our times, and by the way our bodies and identities are constructed in these times in ways
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that afford us degrees of access to and understanding of that which we study, as well as
access to authority and power within the institutional settings in which we learn, write,
and teach. These settings are not neutral: they remain mired in white supremacist and
heteropatriarchal structures, and linear and hierarchical systems, that have prized some
genealogies of thought (and some thinkers) and devalued or marginalized others.
For the sake of those marginalized, oppressed, or erased within hegemonic times,
it remains crucial for religious studies as a discipline, for American academic and
religious institutions generally, and for public scholarship in these American times to
continue to confront, expose, and work to dismantle hegemonic structures of white
supremacism and heteropatriarchy. For scholars, like me, who are white and identify as
straight, this involves a thoughtful consideration of which theorists and theories we
engage and amplify in our own work, as well as a commitment to methodological
approaches and choices that seek to be self-aware, intersectional, and anti-racist.
This project has sought to contribute to this effort by examining how religion,
media, and culture intersect in the time and times of imagined community, including the
formation of and resistance to hegemonic times. My work here has been limited both
deliberately (in its scope) and by the ways my positionality has shaped my choice of topic
and examples, as well as my analysis and conclusions. This is why, at its ethical best, the
time travel of scholarship is a relational effort to engage others’ work from the past, place
our work within current scholarship, and submit our work for future evaluation. I offer
this dissertation in that spirit: as part of an “archive available for future historization,”
and as one part of a conversation that is—and should be—much larger than myself.
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Conclusion: “Timeless” Hope for Hegemonic Times
I conclude this chapter, and this dissertation, with one final example from popular
culture: a scene from Timeless, the television world that also inspired my use of “rich
white guys’ history,” and which provided me with a key early insight in the observation
of Rufus (Malcom Barrett): “I am Black. There is no place in American history that will
be awesome for me.” In its short-lived existence, Timeless critiqued American
exceptionalism, highlighted “hidden figures” of U.S. history, and featured BIPOC and
queer heroes working to “change things for the better.” More than this, however, the
show offered an example of the kind of performative temporality, anti-hegemonic
resistance, and utopic world-making that I have advocated in this dissertation.
Toward the end of the pilot episode of Timeless, which sends the time traveling
team on their first mission to the 1937 Hindenburg crash, Lucy, Rufus and Wyatt are
arrested and jailed by local law enforcement. Inside the police station, in one large room,
white team members Lucy and Wyatt have been locked together in one cell while Rufus,
who is Black, sits alone in the cell directly opposite. Nearby, a white guard examines a
gun at his desk. Wyatt entreats Rufus to divert the guard while he picks the lock. Rufus—
who until this point has been portrayed as a meek computer nerd, without much
experience in the field—nervously clears his throat and addresses the nearby guard:
RUFUS. Um, excuse me. Can I get a glass of water please, sir?
GUARD. Swallow your spit, boy.
At this, Rufus looks to Wyatt and shrugs. Wyatt nods encouragingly and gestures
as if to say, keep going. So Rufus does, standing up as his tone grows sharper:
RUFUS. I’m not a boy, actually.
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GUARD. Excuse me?
RUFUS. You have eyes, right? You can tell I’m not a child, and I’m
definitely not your son, so don’t call me “boy.”
The guard is duly provoked at this, rising from his chair and approaching Rufus’
cell with menacing slowness.
GUARD. I’m not sure you realize where you are—boy.
Finally, Rufus stands straighter and speaks more loudly and confidently:
RUFUS. Actually I do. I’m in the damn Stone Age, but man, I hope you
live a long, long life. Long enough to see Michael Jordan dunk,
Michael Jackson dance, Mike Tyson punch—really just any Black
guy named Michael. O.J., yeah, he gets off. He did it, but we don’t
care. And Obama? He’s the president in 2008. That’s gonna suck
for you! I hope you see it all. Because the future is not on your
side—boy.35
Rufus is “out of time” in this scene: literally imprisoned in the “prison house” of a
“here and now” in which Rufus’ Blackness, combined with his failure to perform as
expected of him in the times, puts him at risk. Yet Rufus envisions, and performatively
enacts, a utopian vision of better (if still imperfect) times to come. In the context of the
scene, these times to come—the times of “any Black man named Michael,” of a Black
American president, of a day when the guard will learn that the future is not on his side—
remain permanently on the horizon. Yet they are no less real for their inability to be
accessed from 1937. The world Rufus posits is one he can only know due to being out of
time; and, in the world he enacts, it is the white guard’s racism that will be out of time.

35

Timeless, season 1, episode 1, “Pilot,” directed by Neil Marshall, written by Eric Kripke, Shawn Ryan,
et. al., aired Oct. 3, 2016, on NBC.

285

This scene is a fabrication: the dialogue performed by actors, the world of 1937
New Jersey a reproduction created by the mise-en-scène, the device of time travel merely
science fiction. Moreover, the utopian future Rufus envisions and describes as a fulfilled
reality is also emplaced in the now of this scene—both within the world of Timeless and
beyond it—as a now before Trump’s election, October 2016. In the times since, white
supremacism, coupled with the power and limited accountability granted by the state to
police officers, is still a clear and present danger. It is already present, in fact, in the times
in which this scene was written, performed, and aired: time when the category of “any
Black man named Michael” also included Michael Brown, Jr., whose death at the hands
of police in Ferguson was one early catalyst for the Black Lives Matter movement.
Yet, I contend that there is something real in Rufus’ performative resistance to
hegemonic times, this “smaller project” that also speaks into the times in which we live.
The reality Rufus names punctures the aura of what he calls “rich white guys’ history,”
declaring that despite the American failure so far to arrive at a future that is not on the
side of white supremacism, misogyny and queerphobia, the citation and performance of
this utopian future in the present makes it a reality. What will happen or may happen does
not change what is happening in this moment, how Rufus’ body and his performance
matter. Even in a time when—as Muñoz puts it—“the dominant mode of futurity is
indeed ‘winning,’”—this primetime network show represents “a utopian political
imagination that will enable us to glimpse another time and place,” through the liberative
power of knowing that truth is “on the side” of those now out of time.
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The imagined community of the United States is not only formed by rich white
guys’ history, present, or future. It is made of other matter, and other matters, too: like the
bodies of those who, rendered “out of time,” resist hegemonic times; and like the worldmaking of religion and popular culture that rejects the here and now as “meant to be,” in
order to imagine and to enact the liberative reality of a better world now, a better world
then, and a better world to come.
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